The Snowflake Tree by William J. Weingand 


Chapter One: Beyond the Fields We Know 


The young boy stood before the great window and the falling leaves on a bright, summer’s day. They 
danced and cascaded on the palace grounds, which seemed to extend to beyond the horizon. Soon fall 
would bring the great change upon the landscape and perhaps herald a great change for the world as 
well. It would be a bit soon for his taste, or so he thought. He was prince of all that he surveyed, but he 
knew less of the kingdom he would someday rule than he could see, and very little about his people and 
their customs. Much less did he know about their thoughts and feelings toward him and his family. 


He wished that he could read the hearts and the minds of the people around him, but he knew that was 
impossible. For he was no great and powerful wizard, only a small and scared little boy. So he felt 
foolish for his wish, and angry for even contemplating it. And he was angry and hurt for another reason 
as well. But he would never speak about it in public, or even to his family in private. 


“Where is that fool of a sage?” the boy said impatiently and much louder than he had intended. 


“Much closer than you think, my Prince. What troubles you so, that you should spread a cloud of dark 
anger over such a beautiful day?” 


The boy turned to see a blue robed figure step out of the shadows beside the throne room door. 
“You startled me! How long have you been skulking there, spying on my ...our royal presence?” 


“Long enough to observe your moods, to sense that you are troubled about something, and that you 
have been dwelling upon that subject far too long. Else you would have sensed my presence.” 


“How dare you...” 


“Ts this about your father? I see. You still miss him. The hurt, the uncertainty is still deep inside you. 
Enough time has not passed for your healing to begin.” 


“My father! Yes! Have you discovered something?” 


The boy had crossed the room and was tugging now on the sage’s collar. The older man carefully 
loosened the child’s hold on his robes. Slowly he lowered his head and lovingly pushed the boy aside. 
With his back to the prince, he said: 


“Regrettably, no.” Then the sage drew a breath. 
“That is why I will be leaving tomorrow. I will begin a quest for the hidden land of Issenlonde.” 
“The sacred land? No! It is said that no one has ever found it and lived to tell the tale.” 


“Tt is also rumored that a tree grows in that land, the fruit of which will give true knowledge to those 
worthy enough to seek it. I can think of no other way.” 


If you must go, then I will accompany you. We shall depart at dawn.” 


“No, my Prince. The journey is too dangerous for one such as you. You have not even traveled the 
length and width of the Summer kingdom, or ventured outside its borders.” 


“By the oath of Serie, I bind you to take me on this journey. I will not release you from this binding 
until we have completed this quest, or my father is found, or we both are dead.” 


“No, Child! You do not know of what you speak! The oath of Serie is a sacred contract, only to be 
invoked in the most serious occasions. And once invoked, it can not be revoked, dismissed, or nullified 
until one or more parties are dead. Only the royal families can use it, and can initiate it upon 
themselves or upon their equals.” 


“T have been well schooled in our histories by my mentors, if in nothing else. I know that you can not 
refuse this oath, and would not lightly dismiss the consequences of foreswearing it. It will be a chain 
that links both of us equally.” 


“Then choose your provisions wisely, my lad, and pack them well. This journey will give you an 
education of the world such as no other prince before you has ever had or ever will so. And to think that 
I will be your reluctant guide.” 


The prince was so satisfied with himself, and so distracted by pride and joy, that he did not notice 
another shadow from behind the door follow the sage into the outer hallway. 


“It seems your grandchild has quite a tongue for one so young and precocious.” 


“Yes, he does. And I fear that it may be the death of us yet. He is brash, hot tempered, prideful, 
ambitious, manipulative, and emotional. Yet, he is also well educated, bright, cunning, and, at rare 
times, sensitive to others’ needs.” 


“That describes a certain young apprentice you took under your wing a few years ago, albeit in secret.” 


“Yes, my friend, it does. And the fact it is a secret may be our greatest strength.” The Sage laughed 
now, finally relaxing for the first time in several hours. 


He and his apprentice failed to notice the shadow beneath their feet detach itself from them. It slid 
along the red marble floors to pass underneath the great castle doors, and then outside into the dreaded, 
burning light of the afternoon sun. 


Chapter Two: The Watcher from the Darkness 


At the first stroke of midnight, the shadow slid under the door of a barren, dark hut and approached its 
hearth. Slowly it took the shape of a man and began to stir the remaining embers of the fireplace. 
Presently, a fire appeared. The shadow stared into the glowing hearth as if it were communicating with 
the images reflected in the dancing flames. Amid the tongues of flame, a dark face appeared, 
featureless but proud. 


As the fire crackled, a voice, soft but firm seemed to fill the room. The shadow spoke not, its full 
concentration given to the flames. 


“Did you follow the old fool to the palace? Good. So, they leave in the morning. Only three of them, so 
far. Remember that I want the old man to live. He may be our only guide to the location of that 
accursed, hidden land. And the boy must not die either. He is young and corruptible. A prince who 
might be a useful pawn as king someday. You may dispose of the others along the road as you see fit. 
Yes, others. They will probably attract some stragglers and driftwood on their journey. 


“Whatever actions you take, do not hinder their progress on the road. Make sure that they reach their 
destination. I will do the rest. They will not complete their quest. Now, go on about your other errands. 
Then await the dawn.” 


The fire slowly died down and the voice faded in the nearly pitch black, empty room. The shadow had 
slipped out the door, and its deeds were obscured by the growing darkness outside. 


The sage was the first to enter the courtyard that morning. Under the fading darkness, he began to load 
the saddlebags on his half sleepy mount. As he was finishing his task, a shivering, tall figure 
approached her regal bearing still intact after a score of years. 


“My Lady, you have ventured forth to challenge the sun with your radiance today. Let all men judge 
who is the more beautiful to behold, whose light is gentler upon their eyes.” 


Despite her stern appearance, she could not help from laughing. 


“Dear Father, you could always choose the proper words to dispel a cheerless mood and warm a 
distraught, cold heart.” 


“Why cold, my Dear Heart?” 


“Last night, around midnight, when all enjoy a refreshing sleep, (except our ever watchful guards), I 
awoke, filled with a sense of apprehension. The night air seemed much too cold for this time of year, as 
if the chilling, dark clime were masking some evil deed upon our doorstep. I had similar feelings the 
night before my Harold disappeared, almost one year ago to this day. Even in the morning light, I can 
not shake off this chilling dread.” 

“Dierdra, if it is the succession that you are worried about, I assure you, I will find him 
before the challenge can occur. Even if I fail in that, (and how often have you known me to fail?), I will 
make sure that the rightful heir is chosen. There will be no civil wars or power struggles to decide the 
kingship like those battles which ravage other realms.” 


“How can you say that, when we both know what you intend to do today? He is only a child, after all, 
not fit to go traipsing through the wilder lands on some ill-conceived quest! I am the Queen, and I 


forbid it!” 


“How poorly you know me or trust me, my Dear. I will only take him out for a day or two inside the 
boundaries of our own land. He will tire of the journey, and discouraged and discomforted, he will son 
wish to return. After I accompany him back to the castle, I will set out upon the real quest, unimpeded 
by His Highness. With any luck, I will return with the king before the time limit expires.” 


At that moment, a horn sounded in the courtyard, announcing the arrival of the prince and his retinue. 
The sage’s jaw dropped upon seeing the size and variety of the boy’s followers. 


“What is the meaning of this crowd, my Prince? We do not need an army to gather information. People 
have a tendency not to talk when confronted by a large armed force. They would rather be silent and 
presumed ignorant of certain facts, rather than guilty and subject to possible retribution. Those 
questioned by such an army might fear retaliation from their neighbors, even if they reveal nothing. 
And how are we supposed to feed so many while on the road? If our supplies run low, we would have 
to rely upon the food stores of local farmers and small villages, which would resent our intrusions and 
demands upon their lives. No, we need a small group that can move quickly, freely, and unobserved on 
our travels, not a slow and devouring retinue of dullards.” 


“But...but Grandfather, these are my personal servants, not a disciplined army. I have brought along 
my butler, my cook, my laundress, my clerk and the others. They are all necessary to my comforts and 
well being on the trip. Without them...” 


“Without them you will learn how to survive in the wilderness, or you will remain here if you find the 
road that hard and demanding. On this quest I will have the final say in everything. This quest is not all 
about you, though it’s outcome does affect you and your future. Do you understand me? 


“But I...I. Very well. You win...for now!” 


“Good. Now go inside and strip off those gaudy, finely tailored clothes. Here. Put on this coarse, brown 
tunic and these black, woolen breeches. This rough cord will replace that finely crafted leather belt you 
love to wear. If we wish to gain the trust of the commoners and their confidence, we must act and dress 
as they do. They will not co-operate with over bearing, insolent nobles. I know. To my shame, I must 
admit that I have tried it before and have failed miserably. Now hurry! Away with you. We have not 
much time. Colum should be here any minute. And take this pack of dullards along with you!” 


As the prince reluctantly retreated back to his room, the queen spoke into the sage’s ear. 


“Perhaps your plan will work after all, if you can stand his sulking and his insolence on the return trip. 
That will be your trial, Milord. And Colum’s as well. That boy has been so difficult this past year. He 
needs a father’s stern but just hand to raise him properly. He loves his father so much and misses him 
dearly. Even a caring grandfather can not replace him.” 


“Yes. It must be hard for him. Only ten years old and trying to be grown up, trying to fill the role of a 
regent before his time.” 


“Well, then, let us be thankful that not everyone was born a nobleman. After all, you would have no 
servants without lazy commoners like me.” 


Lady Dierdra and the sage turned toward the new voice. Before them stood a tall, lean figure. He wore 
the gray robes of a mendicant with matching hood and a knotted cord belt. In his right hand he bore a 
long, brown walking staff. His left hand held the reins leading to a lean, white pony. 


“Hopefully, I have not overdressed for the occasion. I brought the materials you requested. I packed 
them in Renhard’s saddlebags,” he said, indicating the pony behind him. 


The sage spent the next few minutes examining his apprentice’s hard work and choices. He pulled out 


two small cylinders from the saddlebags. Each disgorged an ancient, yellow parchment lined with 
cracks and creases. The two talked briefly, discussing their journey and different possible routes. 
Finally the young Prince arrived. 


“Tt’s unfortunate that we could not find more recent maps. We need to know more about the Northern 
Realm and the lands it encompasses,” Aldrian said, as he returned the parchments to their cases. 


“Well, our young charge has arrived. Now, let’s be off.” 


The sage helped the prince onto his black horse, then climbed into his own saddle. The procession of 
three left the courtyard by the East Gate. A fresh wind and warm sunlight greeted them as they rode 
into the sunrise. Passing through the castle gates, they followed the long, white path winding down the 
mountain to the city of Alavier, five miles away. 


As they approached the city, they became aware of a disheveled array of huts outside the town wall. A 
multitude of beggars was dispersed around these makeshift structures. 


“What is the meaning of this menagerie?” the prince inquired. “I did not know that the Mystery Plays 
were traveling through this area. I must pay more attention to court gossip in the future.” 


“Speak more softly, my Prince, or they will hear you,” Colum warned. Then, in an attempt to explain, 
he replied: 


“These are peasants and beggars. I recognize some of their faces. They are men and women who 
worked for your father at the castle up until last year. The steward must have dismissed them from his 
service for some reason.” 


As they rode through the crowd, the people jeered and waved their fists at the trio. Cries of “Good 
King Traitor” “Ingrate” and “Whelp of a Tyrant” filled the air. 


“The steward send us away. He said he could not afford to keep us. The treasury couldn’t feed both us 
and a fat, well pampered prince,” one large fellow exclaimed at Prince Peter. His angry, warm breath 
blew against the startled boy’s face. Peter half feared the enraged man was going to push him off his 
horse with his wild ejaculations. 


“T wasn’t aware of your ... this problem,” Peter blurted out. “Why...why are you all assembled out 
here? Is this some new protest or...?” 


“We are out here, my fine, fat Prince, because of your new law. Since we have no homes of our own, 
and we are not merchants or employed laborers of the city, we are not allowed within the town walls. 
Unless, according to Your Lordship’s law, we can pay a toll fee each day. 


The angry crowd followed the astonished trio up to the city gates. A proclamation was posted on the 
city gates. The sage and his companions read as follows: 


“Let it be known, that from this day forward, any who are not residents of the city of Alavier, or who 
are not shopkeepers, or who do not own property within these walls, are subject to a toll of one silver 
coin for every day that they travel within the city limits. By proclamation of Cian, Steward of Kendil 
and acting Regent for Prince Peter, on July 25" in the Twentieth Year of the reign of Harold, the Fair 
Minded. 


“July 25 was two weeks ago. No wonder so many of these people look half starved, sick and miserable. 
They have been locked out of both city and castle, deprived of food, warmth, and shelter. Probably just 
to line the steward’s pockets with gold and silver,” Colum exclaimed, as he gazed over the crowd 
behind them and the state of their hastily constructed hovels. 


“Strange. About six months ago, the steward told me that we had to cut back on desserts and rich food 


because the treasury could not support all of the servants that my father had hired to work in the castle. 
He said that our sacrifices would feed these people and pay their salaries. Now I see that we both have 
been deceived.” Peter ended his speech and reached into his saddlebags. He pulled out a small, cloth 
bag, from which he began to distribute various coins to the crowd. 


“Time to set things right. Here, take these coins to feed your wives and children. Buy what medicines 
that you need. If any of you require more, come see me at the castle when I return. I will pay you from 
my personal allowance. And if we still need coinage, then the treasury be damned!!” 


The people cheered as Peter proclaimed this act of charity. The sage and his apprentice looked at each 
other, amazed. 


“By the Guardians, the boy actually has a heart,” Aldrian exclaimed. 
“And a conscience, as well,” Colum finished. 


When Peter had finished and his bag was empty, Aldrian knocked on the gate, demanding entrance in 
the name of the prince. Finally, a small trapdoor on the gate slid open and a guard’s face appeared. 


“Prince?” he exclaimed, as he gazed upon the three before him. “I see no prince, only a vagabond boy, 
accompanied by two rag tags. Show me your coinage and I may let you pass, if I feel generous today.” 


Peter began to grow angry, his cheeks turning red, but Colum did his best to calm and restrain the 
young prince. Aldrian reluctantly paid silver for their passage. 


“What, may I ask, is your name, O’ Gatekeeper?” Peter asked in a subdued tone. 


“You could call me ‘Charon’, but I doubt that “Your Highness’ has the wit or education to know the 
reason why, if you get my drift,” he replied, issuing a loud and derisive laugh as they passed through. 


I have more education than that lump kin could ever hope to guess. I wonder if he even gets his own 
joke, the boy thought. 


I hope that was only a bad pun, Aldrian mused to himself. I wouldn’t want to think about entering a real 
city of the dead. I trust things have not deteriorated that badly under the steward’s rule. 


In the city, the affairs of the residents were not as good or quite so bad as Aldrian had anticipated. The 
trio quickly proceeded past the guard barracks and under the shadow of the two story buildings, where 
the older and wealthier merchants lived, towards the town square. The square itself, which dominated 
the center of the town, seemed as beautiful and charming as always, with its colorful multitude of tents, 
booths and wooden tables. But Peter and the others noticed that the market place was less vibrant, less 
lively than usual, as if an atmosphere of uneasiness had descended upon its denizens. A certain feeling 
of restlessness seemed to possess and drive the crowd. 


“Tt is that steward and his high and mighty town council, that’s who are responsible,” a black robed tall 
merchant said to nobody in particular. 


“Responsible? Responsible for what?” Aldrian asked the protester. 


“What’s the matter, old man? Are you daft? Or have you been living in a dungeon for the last few days? 
Every body knows about the talk going around. The Council, being bullied by the steward, wants to 
close the Guilds, because the Guilds men won’t pay a tax increase to the Crown. Old Cian, the steward, 
says he has to provide better for the Crown brat’s upbringing, now that Good King Harold is dead and 
gone.” 


“But the king... he’s not dead! My father, I mean, my liege...he wouldn’t...” Aldrian put his hand on 
the boy’s shoulder to stop his blubbering. But before the sage could reply, the merchant continued: 


“And that’s not the all of it! This steward’s bullying guards seem to be increasing in the town. We see 
more and more of them every day. It’s almost like somebody’s raising an army for no good reason that I 
can see. Instead of coming around every season to collect revenue, now the Crown’s tax hounds are 
coming six times a year for their bite. Really tears into my skin, it does!” 


Aldrian looked helplessly towards the boy. He saw a defiant reply in the prince’s eyes, as if to say, there 
must be a reckoning. Some people need to explain what they are doing, what they’re planning and why. 
He turned around to Colum for support, but did not see him. At last he caught a furtive glance of the 
apprentice entering the Church. 


As the sun inched toward its zenith, the companions were riding down the path away from the city’s 
West Gate. Below them lay a rich, green valley. Rising up to meet them as they entered the vale was a 
dark, gray cliff on their right. As they rode down, they became aware of a loud, continuous roar from 
the gray stone walls above. A blue-white waterfall broke through the rock face near its summit. The 
sparkling liquid fell two hundred feet to the bottom of the valley, creating a flowing blue stream six feet 
wide that traveled lazily to the East. As they ventured down near the end of the gentle, winding path, 
the trio saw a gathering around the base of the falls. 


“What are they doing around the stream, Grandfather?” 


“T believe these are washer women. They’ve come to do the royal laundry, Your Highness,” Aldrian 
quipped.” 

“What? Are there no waterholes in the castle, that they come all the way into the grasslands 
to dye?” Colum said in mock astonishment. 


“No. At least no liquid that is as refreshing and pure as this. For it is rumored that the water from this 
stream has natural healing abilities. See? A little further down the stream there is a man lying on a 
pallet with his friends.” 


Even as they spoke, the man a cup of the precious liquid. Slowly he sat upright. Then he stood. 


“So that is why the priests of Alavier ban everyone from drinking from this stream. Why pay these 
greedy priests hard earned gold coins for a blessing or a miracle when you can ride down here for a free 
cure?” 


“And speaking of the guilty themselves! Look who is hurrying down to scatter the crowd!” Aldrian 
remarked. 


Five hundred yards to the west, five figures were scurrying towards the two groups. The two in the 
forefront were dressed in long, white robes. Behind them strode a tall man attired in silken garments 
and accompanied by two soldiers. Peter spurred his horse on, hoping to intercept the newcomers. 
Following closely behind, his mounted companions tried to catch the excitable prince. 


By the time Peter reached the stream, an ongoing dispute was well underway. The priests, assisted by 
the guards and their lord, were trying to disperse the stubborn assembly. 


“My Lord Steward, what is the meaning of this latest commotion? These people have every right to be 
here!” 


“My Prince! What are you doing out here? You should be at the castle, awaiting news about the king. 
Oh, I see. You are here with your grandfather and his derelict apprentice. Hrmp. As you see, I have the 
situation well in hand. These trespassers are being escorted away from the sacred stream.” 


“T believe that only the Bishop of Alavier can degree whether this site is sacred, profane, or normal. As 
I recall from the last conversation I had with him on this subject, I was told that the Church declared it 


was taking a neutral stance. And therefore, this land is accessible to everyone,” Aldrian responded as he 
rode up next to the prince. Upon hearing mention of the bishop’s name and of Aldrian’s conversation 
with him, both priests shuffled uneasily on their feet. Each refused to meet the sage’s indignant stare. 


Not so the steward. His steel gray eyes defiantly met those of Aldrian and Colum. The black and gray 
beard of this tall, middle aged man bristled at the thought that someone would actually challenge his 
word, much less his authority in any matter. 


“As I recall, the Bishop of Alavier has banned the sale of any indulgences or sacred relics which might 
contain healing properties. The Church heals any sick or suffering souls without asking for monetary 
recompense,” Colum snorted, leveling his gaze at the steward. 


“Do not quote Canon Law to me! You are not a cleric.” 


“Nor are you. We are standing on the boundaries of Evergreen Vale now. I believe you are outside your 
jurisdiction, Cian.” Aldrian continued the stare down. 


““Lord Cian’ to you, Master Sage. What are you doing in the wilderness, endangering the prince, I 
might ask?” 


“So you might. And it would be none of your business. But since you have so graciously inquired, I 
will tell you that we are on a holiday. I believe that it is high time that young Peter meets his cousin and 
fellow prince, Rhian. Strength and safety in numbers, as you know. Perhaps even an alliance, if all goes 
well.” 


“The state of affairs of Kendil are mine to order now!” A more subtle tone of anger embraced Cian’s 
words. 


“Yes, for now,” Aldrian replied, “until the king returns...or Peter comes of age. Enjoy your brief 
regency. I doubt that you will have a second chance. 


“Come, Peter. It is time we pay our respects to your cousin.” Aldrian broke off the gaze and steadily 
rode toward the west, Peter following closely behind him. Colum rode away last, at a slower pace, as if 
he was performing a rear guard maneuver. He never took his eyes off Cian and his two lackeys. 


“Grandfather, is there nothing we can do about Lord Cian?” 


“Unfortunately, no, for now. He knows the letter of the law and he follows it scrupulously, using it as a 
shield for his deeper, hidden motives. The spirit of the law he knows as well, but he violates or bends it 
to suit his purposes.” 


“Eventually it will catch up with him, or someone will use his own bag of tricks against him.” Colum 
had finally caught up to his companions. 


“Not us! Don’t sink to his level. Be yourself, Peter, honest, forthright and outspoken, and you will 
always come out on top.” 


Yes, Peter! Aldrian thought. Perhaps we should continue on this journey awhile longer. I don’t think 
you will be safe at Caran Sarn anymore. My daughter should move to Rhian’s palace as well. 


Lord Cian and his guards watched them vanish into the Evergreen Vale. Finally he broke the silence, 
after the priests had ridden out of earshot range. 


“King Harold will never return. That is for certain. If the boy and that foolish old man wish to follow 
his path, let them also embrace his fate. There can only be one king in Caran Sarn, the royal castle of 
Kendil. See to it that is so. Any other course will invite disaster. We do not wish for another kin war. 
Follow them and secure my throne. For the glory of Kendil!” 


Lord Cian mounted his brown stallion and rode to the east. One of his guards scratched his head, as if 
trying to comprehend the steward’s last orders. The other had a menacing look upon his face. Lord 
Cian had not noticed the shadow that had attached itself to his body earlier. Nor had he perceived the 
red glow around the pupils of his second guard’s eyes. 


Later, under cover of darkness, only one armored, shadowy figure pursued the companions’ trail to the 
west. 


Chapter Three: The Manor of Cedric Oldstein 


Having traveled two miles out of Lord Cian’s sight, Aldrian halted the party. They had ridden along a 
dirt trail that ran parallel to the small stream flowing west from Gray Rock Falls. There they 
dismounted to water their horses and pony. Colum filled their water jugs with the sparkling blue liquid. 


“Why does Lord Cian side with those priests, Grandfather? What does he gain from it?” 


“T suspect that he receives a portion of the payment that they earn from the sale of each ‘miraculous’ 
cure. Since they cannot directly sell water from the falls without incurring the wraith of the bishop or 
Prince Rhian’s border guards, they must have a diplomat to negotiate use of water rights. They need 
someone with political skills and influence. Perhaps even a payment is offered to some people to ignore 
certain activities.” 


“And later, a certain party could blackmail each group without fear of retribution because of the 
knowledge he holds. Probably some noble too important to be threatened by petty guards or lower caste 
clerics,” Colum concluded. He replaced four full jugs in the horses’ saddlebags. 


They rode on again throughout the afternoon, passing over the rolling grasslands that nurtured the 
fastest and most powerful of the creatures dwelling in the Middle Realm. Finally, the narrow dirt trail 
led them past the pastureland of a great land. The road abruptly ended before a fast flowing river, about 
eight feet wide. Past this mighty stream lay an expanse of meadowlands, which led to a small 
settlement. The height of the scattered buildings blocked any further view of the landscape. 


“How deep do you think the river is, Grandfather?” 


“I’m not sure, but it is flowing very fast. Much too swift to attempt a crossing here. Perhaps we can 
negotiate a passage further downstream.” 


The trio rode on a mile to their north. Eventually they came in sight of an old wooden structure above 
the river. On the opposite riverbank was a mounted figure blocking passage across the aged bridge. 
Upon closer inspection, it appeared to be a man dressed in a tarnished chain mail shirt. Beside him, in 
the ground, was stuck a long, thick calvary lance, ready to be pulled out at a moment’s notice. In his 
right hand he held a sharp and gleaming two foot sword. 


“Who approaches the manor house of Cedric Oldstein?” the guard bellowed as the party drew near. 
“What business do you have in the village of Meadowdale?” he continued. 


“We are merely travelers on our way to Castle Rhisart to seek an audience with Prince Rhian. Since 
when was a guard needed to bar entrance to Meadowdale?” Aldrian replied, still a bit surprised by the 
presence of an armored figure on the bridge. 


“We have had more than a few incidents with the rabble of Kendil on our borders since the beginning 
of the New Year. The priests of Kendil come to steal our precious water quite frequently, and several of 
our cattle have disappeared over the last few months. No doubt they fill the belly of that spoiled Prince 
of Kendil and his wolfish steward. The one with the hungry eyes.” 


Peter tried to ride forward, his mouth agape at the guard’s words. He could not speak for shock of the 
sentinel’s disclosure. Colum easily checked his horse before Peter could approach him. 


“But, but...” the boy tried to stammer out his disbelief. 


“We were not aware of the gravity of the situation,” Aldrian spoke calmly in his best diplomatic tone. 
“We will attempt to rectify it when we reach castle Caran Sarn.” 


“Before you proceed any further, I will need your names and the reason you are trespassing on my 
lord’s land. Do you have any proof of your identities, or any badges or parchments that lend credence 
to your words?” 


The sage reached into his saddlebags and brought forth two leather-bound patches, symbols of heraldry 
for himself and the young prince. Colum also drew forth from his robes a badge different in design 
from that of Peter’s or Aldrian’s. His was trimmed with a brown border. Inside the white background 
was a book spread open at the center. Above the book was a single lit white candle. 


Peter’s badge had a dark purple background trimmed with a white border. Upon the background was a 
red oak tree (for Kendil) with a white, seven pointed crown at its center. Inside the border were twelve 
stars, six on each side of the tree. Aldrian’s was similar in appearance, except for the closed book in the 
center, which replaced the crown. Upon the book’s cover was embroidered the white sword of Serie. 


“Tam Aldrian, Sage and High Counselor to the kingdom of Kendil. This is Colum, my apprentice and 
mendicant of the Order of the Sun. And beside him is my grandson, Peter, Prince of the Summer 
Kingdom. Hopefully that satisfies your curiosity.” 


The armored man gazed upon the proffered badges for a few long moments. After a seeming eternity he 
spoke: 


Aye, these are pretty, little trinkets. Too bad for you I know little of heraldry and family trees. Else I 
might have more respect for them.” With that statement, he spat upon the badges and threw them into 
the wind. Then he let out a sharp, piercing whistle. In response, two large, wolfish forms emerged from 
the tall grass behind him. 


“Lout! The Queen of Kendil embroidered those badges. If she knew...” 


“Mind your tongue, Stripling, or it will be loosened from your mouth,” barked the guard as he moved 
forward to strike the young prince. The flat of the blade rang against the right side of Peter’s face. 


Colum had dismounted his pony, and was in the process of gathering up the scattered badges. 
Therefore, he had not expected the guard to assault Peter. Aldrian spurred his horse forward to intercept 
the hasty tempered guard. Before he could reach Peter’s attacker, the two canines had leapt forward to 
protect their master. Both began ripping so ferociously at the horse’s legs that it panicked and reared 
up, almost dismounting Aldrian. 


The stunned Peter barely managed to stay in the saddle, quite dazed by his adversary’s action. The sage 
struggled to retain his own seat and to calm his frightened steed. Colum, kneeling on the ground to 
retrieve a muddy badge, suddenly found himself face to face with two salivating jaws filled with 
yellow, sharpened teeth. 


“Now off with all of you! Peddle your royalty elsewhere. You could have gotten those badges in any of 
a number of villages on the border between here and Kendil. You thieving pilgrims are all alike. Buy a 
badge or relic from some itinerant beggar and claim you just returned from a pilgrimage to Velatol or 
some other holy place that you will never see in a lifetime of traveling. Be gone, you charlatans!” 


Slowly the chastised party retreated from the bridge. They rode south for a few miles along the path 
that led them to the bridge. During that time they felt the eyes of the guard and his canines on their 
backs. The sage halted their journey on a tree- lined hilltop. 


“This hill overlooks most of the land comprising Cedric Oldstein’s manor. Hopefully, these trees will 
give us cover from the prying gaze of his sentinels. And also from the eyes of our other pursuers.” 


“Other? You think that we are being followed, Grandfather?” 


“Yes. I have felt it since we left the castle. And so should you, had you been more perceptive.” 


Addressing Colum, he said: 


“We will rest here for a short while. After descending this hill, we will turn right. We should have 
journeyed far enough now to pass out of the boundaries of Cedric’s land. Perhaps his over wary guard 
will leave us alone.” 


No one disturbed them during their stay on the hilltop. The sage used this vantagepoint to familiarize 
Peter with the way of the land. 


“The area we occupy is the edge of Cedric’s pastureland. Beyond the river that I wished to cross is 
marshland. That roadway twisting around the marshes leads to his fields. In this season he is harvesting 
the wheat fields on the western part of his land. Behind the wheat lie his barley fields, which he will 
harvest next summer. To the far north, on the edge of those woodlands, is a fallow field. He will grow 
nothing there for two seasons, so that the soil will replenish itself. If a farmer uses a field, or even a 
small portion of the land, too often, it will drain the soil of its minerals, and thereafter nothing can be 
grown in that area. 


“To the east of the marshes is the meadows, where I had hoped to cross the river. Cedric pastures his 
sheep there and grows hay, reserving the pastureland south of the river for his horses and cattle.” 


“What about the serfs and the other servants attached to his manor? Where do they grow their crops 
and graze their animals 


“See those narrow strips of land in each of the fields? They are called furlongs, the parcels of land 
assigned to the serfs. Each of those furlongs is subdivided into selions, narrow strips about one acre 
long and separated from one another by stone boundary markers. The narrow strips of unplowed land, 
that surround each furlong, are called bulks. These bulks serve as pathways that lead to the cultivated 
areas of each field. As for grazing areas, each serf is assigned a small portion in the pastureland or the 
meadows for such purposes. Usually, each parcel of grazing land would be divided by fences and 
hedges maintained by the serfs who were responsible for their upkeep. Cedric receives a portion of the 
crops grown and the animals raised in return for use of his land. Occasionally, a large land owner like 
Cedric might even allow his serfs to graze their cattle in the fallow fields if he thought it prudent.” 


“What are those buildings by the manor house, Grandfather?” 


“An estate of the size of Cedric’s needs such buildings to service its lord and all of his attached 
servants.” Aldrian picked up a long stick, sharpened an end with his dagger, and began to sketch in the 
dirt. “That large building attached to the front of the great manor house is the kitchen. Next to it is the 
malting house and the brew house for preparation of Cedric’s ale. Out in the back are the kennels for 
his hunting dogs, mew houses for the hunting falcons, and a stone dovecote for the nesting doves. 
Behind these are his large grain barns and the wheat barns for sheave storage, with their special doors 
for the larger cart wagons. He also has other structures for storing straw, and a cart house for the plows 
and tillers. The stables and cattle barns are even further back, but they can’t be seen from here. You 
must remember that the manor house is a home for one to two dozen people at any given time. He 
employs plowmen, cart drivers, cowmen, shepherds, gardeners, seasonal threshers and harvesters, dairy 
workers, and various craftsmen such as blacksmiths and wagon wrights, as well as the household 
kitchen staff and the serving staff. In truth, the number of workers he needs probably exceeds that of 
the servants once employed at the royal castle of Kendil.” 


“What is that large stone building to the right of Cedric’s manor house?” 


“Ah, that would be the church. In villages as small as Meadowdale, that building is also used as a 
public meeting place. It is easily four times the size of any cottage in the settlement, and of a sturdier 
construction, as well. The local priest has certain privileges over his fellow villagers. He is supported 


by taxes assessed on the villagers’ income, usually ten percent or so. He ‘owns’ a garden on the rectory 
grounds, he is assigned fields for his crops in the village, and has a personal horse and cart. Some 
priests even ‘own’ cattle, oxen, or other livestock. All of this comes with a price, of course. In theory, 
the priest or cleric is under the jurisdiction of the bishop of his city or region. But the lord of the manor 
house attached to that particular village chooses the priest who he wishes to live in the rectory. It is 
often an intriguing question to ponder: in whose interest does the priest actually serve? His deity, to 
whom he professes to worship; his bishop, who is his immediate and legal superior; or the landowner 
who controls his village? No man can serve two masters and survive, let alone three.” 


“That might explain why your missing father was so opposed to the steward’s choice of successors for 
the chaplain of the castle. Cian wanted a cleric from his old village to replace the recently deceased, old 
chaplain. He probably desired the appointment of a churchman familiar with the steward and his 
politics, with his way of doing things. A cleric who was willing to sanction selling ‘holy cures’ and 
other ‘relics’, whether the Bishop of Alavier approved or not,” Colum interjected into the discussion. 


“There was always a question of how the old chaplain suddenly died, a question my father had 
promised to resolve upon his return from the peace mission one year ago. But he didn’t return. None of 
them returned. And I feel so alone. Almost all the time.” The prince stopped. He felt like crying, but not 
in front of Colum and his grandfather. 


A heavy silence had fallen over his companions. Peter began to scratch over the dirt sketches his 
grandfather had made to illustrate the positions of the buildings on Cedric’s estate. A high pitched howl 
broke his brooding mood. Everyone looked up in surprise. 


“What was that?” Peter asked. 

“Tt sounded like a wolf. But I thought Cedric’s men would have kept these woods clear of wolves.” 
“Apparently not, Colum” 

“You don’t think that it’s more than a wolf? Perhaps a Ravenous?” 


“What?! No! Don’t be ridiculous! What would a Ravenous be doing in these woods? Don’t say such 
preposterous things. You’re only upsetting the boy!” 


“What’s a Ravenous, Grandfather?” 
“Never you mind!” 


“Tt’s some kind of evil spirit in the material shape of a wolf or greater dog. It is much worse than 
Cedric’s dog-wolves. It is three times the size of a normal dog, with blazing, red eyes and fiery breath. 
Its bite burns your flesh, but paralyses your nerves. When it walks on the snow, its touch melts a path 
behind it, leaving a burning trail in its wake. It is a fearless, indomitable canine with a ravenous hunger 
for your body and your soul. Hence the name. 


“Some say that the Ravenous are the personal wolves of Aithe Dur Adere, the Dark Lord, bred, raised, 
and trained by his own hand in the dark realm of Wraithlonde.” 


“Ts this some of the nonsense that they taught you in the seminary? Or did you learn that superstition 
from the peasants and other common rabble you minister to in the villages? No wonder you left the 
Church to become a wandering mendicant!” 


“How dare you? I ought to...” 
Colum’s reply was interrupted by a second answering howl. 


“T think that it is a little early in the evening for scary ghost stories. In fact, the sun has not even set and 
the wolves are already howling.” 


“The boy’s right, Colum. It will be sun -set within the hour. I would not prefer to stay in the open 
tonight. Especially away from any shelter, from any help or possible rescue.” 


“T agree, Aldrian. We need to get into Meadowdale soon. Or into any nearby village or settlement. 
Preferably inhabited.” 


The trio packed up their provisions and remounted their steeds. As they descended down the other side 
of the hill, the last rays of sunlight disappeared over the horizon. 


On and on they rode throughout the night. Behind them, the howling slowly grew as more wolves 
joined the serenade. As the distance between them gradually increased, the volume of the voices 
decreased, becoming a soft litany against the other background noises of the night. 


As the night lengthened, the darkness seemed to increase, until the dividing line between the sky and 
the hard, dry ground vanished altogether. The blackness was so thick that Peter could barely see two 
feet before him. Few stars came out that night, nor could the moons be discerned. To make matters 
worse, a light ground fog began as the Sage led his party from the dirt road into a pastureland. Aldrian 
had taken the trail from the hilltop down near the pastureland that bordered Cedric’s estate. He was 
anxious to that area before Cedric’s guards or his shepherds could spot them. 


“We are taking a great risk cutting through this pasture,” Colum finally spoke. 


“A lesser risk than facing Cedric’s anger or staying to confront those predators behind us.” Aldrian 
replied. “Hopefully, this short cut through the pasture will lead us across to the Old King’s Road again, 
behind Cedric’s land and his authority.” 


They passed through the pasture without incident. Colum noted Aldrian’s wisdom in choosing the area 
in which to transverse the grasslands and thus avoided crossing the river again. For the river encircled 
Cedric’s land and Aldrian had skillfully led them behind it. Colum was about to speak, but his attention 
was drawn to the Prince. 


Peter leaned forward in his saddle. Colum caught the tired boy before he could fall. 
“Aldrian, he’s getting too tired to continue this pace. We will have to find shelter soon.” 


“T know. I had intended to be at our destination by this time. I didn’t know that Cedric’s stupid guards 
and their stubbornness would delay us. I hadn’t planned to skirt around Meadowdale rather than pass 
through it. Ride beside the boy. Tie him to the saddle if you have to. We must speed up the pace now, 
not slow down.” 


“I’m fine, Grandfather. I won’t doze off again.” 


Despite this promise, Peter did nod off several times that night. Each time, Colum was beside him to 
catch him before he could slip from his mount. His memories of that part of the ride were very 
incomplete. Half focused images of trees and tall grass blurred by as they raced through the night. 
Shadows, vaguely defined, watched from the woods on either side of them. Their sharp, red, burning 
eyes increasingly kept a silent vigil on the flight of this trio. Then the sage brought the party to a halt. 


Aldrian swept his gaze across the now overcast skies. He cocked his head as if he were listening for a 
particular sound. The night had become menacingly silent. Perfectly silent. 


Across the darkness majestically flew a single shape, no larger than a hawk or a hunting falcon. Its 
shadow swept across the road. As Peter looked upon the bird, and then upon its shadow, his blood ran 
cold. He saw a dark red tinge outlining the shadow on the ground. He looked across to his companions. 


Colum also appeared to the bone. Aldrian’s face wore a look of fear that he had never seen in his 
grandfather before. 


“Forward!” Aldrian shouted as he broke from his paralysis and attempted to spur his mount into 
motion. But he was too late. 


A large figure leapt from the woods, colliding with Aldrian’s horse. The sage was thrown into the air as 
his steed collapsed from the sudden impact. Peter thought he heard the sound of breaking bones as his 
grandfather crashed loudly against a tree. 


Colum let out a scream as the black falcon dove down to claw at his face. His pony started to buck and 
panic in response to the attack. 


Breaking free from his own sense of fear, Peter reached over to grab the reins of the panic filled steed. 
He felt two strong hands grip his shoulders and throw him from the saddle. As he fell to the ground, his 
eyes swept over the scenario. His grandfather lay on the ground, bleeding profusely as two wolves tore 
at his helpless body. Possibly, his back was also broken. In any event, he was not moving. 


Colum was above him, screaming incoherently as the shadow falcon’s claws tore at his face. His pony 
whined and reared wildly, still in a blind panic akin to its master’s. Above Peter towered a ferocious 
wolf, standing on its hind legs like a man. The wolf’s face changed briefly into that of a man. 


Sir Cedric? But how can that be? It can’t be him! I wouldn’t know his face to recognize him! 


Before Peter could think any further, the man’s face took the shape of a wolf again. Then it grew and 
grew. Peter could almost count each and every one of its yellow, pointed teeth in those gaping, 
salivating jaws. Suddenly he experienced agonizing pain as the jaw bit into his face. Darkness 
enveloped his sight. He felt like he was falling down to a great distance below. Perhaps he was 
descending into the stomach of the man wolf. Then he was only aware of darkness and perfect silence. 
And he felt no more pain. 


Chapter Four: Country Fairs and Castle Courtesy 


Peter woke to darkness. He felt pain in his left arm. Then he realized why. He had slept on it last night. 
He tried to remember the events of that previous evening, but his memory was fuzzy and incomplete. 
Feeling around with his hands, he discovered that he had been sleeping on a pile of straw. A blanket 
had tangled itself around his feet. He was still dressed in his traveling clothes. He forced his eyes open. 
He found himself in a large, one room hut. The poverty of the room appalled him. 


The floor was dirt, not the red marble he was accustomed to. Straw covered most of it. The only door 
was wooden, but sturdy. The windows had wooden shutters, instead of the pretty stained glass he loved 
at the castle. In the center of the room was a large hearth, the only source of heat. A large cauldron sat 
in the middle of it. 


Across the room was a large trestle table. Behind it were a long, coarse wooden bench and several 
stools, two of which were in a state of sad repair. He doubted that either stool would support his weight. 
No fancy carved chairs like the type he preferred were in sight. 


He stretched his legs and proceeded to the table. A few cracked wooden bowls had been set out with 
wooden spoons and clay drinking mugs. Apparently his hosts were too poor to afford metal spoons and 
cups. Then, for the first time, he noticed his was not the only straw bed. It seemed that the residents had 
several straw filled sacks, with coarse, woolen blankets for the colder nights. 


Abruptly, the large wooden door swung open. Aldrian and Colum stood in the doorway. As they 
entered, Aldrian walked with a limp. He supported himself on a large walking staff. Colum strode 
behind him. His robes were streaked with blood. Three long scratches ran along the right side of his 
face. They both sat down at the table. Then Aldrian motioned for Peter to join them. 


“Sit down, Peter, and break your fast. We have all had a long night.” 
“ Then, its true! That was no dream, last night! We were attacked by Cedric and his Ravenous allies!” 
Colum and Aldrian exchanged a glance as if to imply “Say nothing.” 


“Tt is true that we had a little trouble last night after we crossed onto the Old King’s Road. You kept 
dozing off. It was nothing, really, just a small encounter with some wild dogs. Try some of the black 
bread, Peter. It’s not even stale.” 


“Tt’s a pity our hosts can’t offer you more. Like the cold slices of meat and cheese and the white bread 
that usually enjoy. But they are peasants, after all. You have to quench your thirst with their cider. They 
have no milk or wine to offer you. They will probably due without today for your comfort,” Colum 
added. 


“Quit trying to change the subject! I want to know what happened last night!” 


“Well, we don’t want to discuss it. So we won’t.” Aldrian and Colum had become quite solemn now, 
almost withdrawn. Aldrian shot Colum a glance, which seemed to imply, “Now see what all your talk 
about the Ravenous and wolves has done .The boy is having nightmares about shadows and 
werewolves. 


The meal continued on in silence. The only information that Peter could drag out Aldrian later 
pertained to events occurring after ‘the incident’. The sage had led the party to a landholder’s hut in a 
village several miles east of Meadowdale. The landholder had bartered goods and information with 
Aldrian before, and he owed the elder sage a few favors. His liege lord would not feel threatened or 


offended if Aldrian and his friends spent the night. 


After the meal, Aldrian introduced Peter to his host. Peter felt embarrassed because he had no coins or 
other services that he could offer to repay the landholder’s hospitality. He had clearly noticed the 
poverty of the hut and the village in general. 


“What are these huts made of, Grandfather? They appear to be rather flimsy.” 


“The frames of these houses are timbers, set in post holes. The walls are made of wattle. A row of 
vertical stakes is secured in place along the walls with pliable wands woven through them. The surface 
resembles that of a woven basket. Then the surface is plastered over with a mixture of clay, straw and 
dung. An additional coat of limestone placed on the walls makes them resistant to rain. The roof is 
thatched with a thick layer of reeds, straw, and heather. As you may have noticed, these houses are only 
one story high and very small, usually about fifteen by fifty feet. There is no cellar, either. Privacy is 
nigh impossible. Imagine a very large family crammed into such a small dwelling. Those people with a 
few extra coins can afford to portion off their house into separate rooms. Usually the partitions are used 
to separate the people from their livestock, rather than creating bedrooms for adults and children. Quite 
a change from your luxurious castle.” 


“Yes, it is. You don’t appreciate what you have until you can’t use it.” 
“Good. I hope that you are finally seeing another side of this life.” 


“Come with me.” Luric, his host, spoke up. “ I will take you to the stream where you wash up. Aldrian 
has provided me with a fresh change of clothes for you. 
“Aldrian, I believe the elders are ready to speak to you now.” 


Aldrian proceeded to a harvested cornfield near the edge of the village where most of the elders were 
gathered. They stood in a circle around something. As he approached, the sage recognized the figure 
lying on the ground. It was the corpse of his old friend, Meg. Above the body stood her daughter, 
Akara, quietly weeping. 


“A stranger came to our house last night, barely after dark. I did not get a good look at him. His face 
was hooded, and his body was wrapped in a long, dark cloak. I thought I saw a gleam of armor 
underneath that cloak, but I can’t be sure. Even though it was past sunset, he cast a long shadow into 
the room. It was almost as if he were wrapped in shadow. 


“They spoke softly for a moment. I thought he asked if three travelers had past through here recently, a 
young boy and two older men. My mother said no. After all, you and your friends did not arrive here 
until much later last night. Anyway, he wanted to talk further on the subject. My mother did not want 
him inside of our house. Some say that she is a seer and that she can sense danger in a man. So she 
insisted that they continue the discussion somewhere else. So she took him into the cornfield. She never 
came back.” 


“Obviously,” Aldrian said as he knelt over the body. Her face was frozen in a grimace of fear. Her 
hands were curled. One was blackened, as if burnt. The other was closed around something. Strips of 
fabric dangled between the fingers of that fist. Slowly, Aldrian pried those fingers open. 


“T believe she left a clue to her attacker’s identity.” He held up a crumpled shoulder patch. It bore the 
insignia of the livery of Caran Sarn, the royal castle of Kendil. 


Peter accompanied his host to a small stream some distance from the village. He stripped down and 
entered the water. He found it to be colder than any bath that he had ever experienced. He was used to 
bathing in a large metal tub filled with lukewarm water, which was replenished upon request by 
attentive man servants. These obedient, uncomplaining workers would heat large cauldrons of water 
over the hearths on the first or second floors of the castle, then bring the water in several large pans up 
many long flights of stairs. The water had to be just the right temperature. If it was too hot or too cold, 
the servant would find himself in the master’s displeasure. And a displeased master might have that 
servant whipped for his discomfort. 


But here Peter was on his own. He found the waters strangely invigorating despite the cold, and he was 
not even displeased that no one was there to wait upon him. He toweled himself off with a plain, coarse 
strip of fabric that Luric had left for him. The one thing that did annoy Peter was the lack of a privy 
here in the wilderness. He was used to his privacy as accorded by those rooms on each floor of the 
castle. But there was no remedy for this ‘problem’, so he held no anger towards his host for his own 
discomfort. He finished his grooming, dressed, and walked towards the village with his 

host. 


“T wish I had a pot of ink and some quills and a bit of parchment.” 


“Why is that, Milord?” 
“T would write a note for you, promising several gold coins in repayment for your hospitality. 
You could redeem it through my tax collectors, or at Caran Sarn itself, when you had the opportunity. “ 


“There is no need, Milord. Your grandfather has already repaid me in kind. And besides, I cannot read 
or write. My knowledge isn’t in here,” he said, pointing to his head. 


“My real skill lies here,” he indicated, pointing his left hand at his upraised right hand. 


Luric guided Peter back through the village. Peter noted to himself that most of the houses were smaller 
and in poorer shape than that of his host’s. Peter saw no signs of a tavern or an inn in this village. Not 
even an open market place. Nor were there merchant shops or guild halls. All trading seemed to be 
done from household to household. This village was too impoverished to even support a church. The 
only artisans in this hamlet seemed to be a blacksmith and a wainwight. Outside of the village, by the 
stream, was a miller’s house, made of the same material as that of Luric’s and in a similar state of 
condition. 


“Tt seems you had some excitement yourself, last night,” the elder of the village commented to Aldrian. 


“Yes, a little. It happened a few miles outside of the village. I became aware that something was wrong, 
as if we were being watched. I brought the party to a halt. Peter noticed it first. The boy has the gift of 
discernment, the ability to sense the true, inner nature of another creature. On occasion, he is even 
aware of the capacity for greater good or darker evil that lies in the depths of another’s heart. He must 
have seen the creature’s true form.” 


“What did the rest of you see?” 


“Tt was a great hunting falcon, black as pitch, that passed over us. Only Peter realized the true nature of 
this beast. Then he fainted. He would have fallen out of his saddle, if not for Colum’s attentiveness. As 
my friend caught him, the wolves that had been trailing us for those last few miles attacked. The lead 
wolf fought most ferociously, nearly as spirited and as cunning as a man would. But we killed two of 


them and drove off the third. As you can tell from our injuries, it was a near thing. Wounded and half 
dead from exhaustion, we finally entered your village. 


“Peter didn’t wake up until late morning. Although he was not wounded in the attack, he tossed and 
turned all night, as if the grip of some violent nightmare. One he didn’t wish to share with us today. 
Perhaps, for the boy’s own safety, we should make with all due haste to Castle Rhisart. Peter will be 
well sequestered there while Colum and I complete this quest.” 


“No, Grandfather, you will not go back on your word. You are bound by the oath of Serie, and you will 
not be released from it until the quest is fulfilled, or the two of us are dead.” Peter had come within 
earshot of Aldrian’s last remark, and now he stood there defiantly with Luric behind him. 


At midday the trio rode out from the village of Pence. Aldrian spoke very little during the trip. He 
seemed determined to make good time that day, but he also seemed lost in thought, as if he were 
pondering some great mystery of life. For their own parts, Colum and Peter enjoyed the ride, basking in 
the warm sunlight and the cool, refreshing autumn breeze. On this beautiful day, it seemed to them that 
the fields and the forest shared in their gaiety. 


They continued on, riding past great manor houses, fields, and small villages. Occasionally, they would 
take a break to rest the horses or stop to refresh themselves with food and drink. Colum pointed out to 
Peter interesting things as they rode, such as the names of certain, exotic flowers of the grasslands, or 
the legends concerning particular types of trees in the great forests. 


In the late afternoon they approached the outskirts of Bella Sarn, the capital city of the Evergreen Vale. 
In the magnificent walled city dwelt the kings of the Rolling Grasslands and their descendents. From a 
distance of several miles away, they had seen the twenty foot tall, stone walls, which enclosed the 
thriving populace. The capital city of Kendil, Alavier, looked to be a small village or hamlet in 
comparison to this center of opulence. 


Stopping at the stone gatehouse, Aldrian presented his badge and those of his companions to the 
constable on duty. Here we go again, Peter thought to himself as he braced for an attack. 


“Lord Aldrian, the prince is expecting you. Word of the approach of your company has preceded you. 
In fact, Prince Rhian thought that you would have arrived by sunset last night. We were told to watch 
for you , and to allow your entry into the city last night, even though the gates are normally barred and 
locked without exception after dark.” 


“Rank hath its privileges, it seems. We will proceed to the castle shortly. I must deal with some 
immediate business as we pass through the city to the castle.” 


“You have the prince’s permission to roam freely about the city as you wish. But I would not tarry too 
long, if I were you. He expects you to sup with him tonight. His dinner will be served to him within the 
next hour, whether you are there or not. He is a hungry man, but not a patient one, as you well know. 
Now, Milord, will you need an escort through the city?” 


“No, I think not. I feel safe within these walls. Perhaps safer than I have felt for many nights. Peace be 
with you and your household this coming night.” 


As they passed through the portal into the great city, Aldrian swept his gaze over the walls. He noticed 


a large number of sentries patrolling the walkways and the parapets, more than he had seen on duty 
during his previous visits to the city. When they rode into the city proper, the three discovered a grand 
fair was underway. Long blue and gold banners hung from large stone, three story buildings and tall, 
wooden flagpoles. On each banner, against an azure background, were the images of three lit candles. 
One was centered above the other two, and a golden crown was spread above all three. For this was the 
feast of the Candles of Velatol, a memorial day celebrating the victory of the children of the White 
Queen of Losdhdel over the Lord of Darkness, enemy of everyone who dwelt in the Middle Realm. 
The mood of the crowd, which filled every part of the wide streets, was jubilant indeed, although 
Aldrian thought that he detected a somber tone underlying the exterior gaiety of the general populace. 
It was similar to the anxiety that he noticed in Alavier, two days ago. 


They dismounted their steeds, and Aldrian announced that he was going to visit a few shops after he 
stabled their horses. He told Colum and Peter to occupy their time strolling around the fair stalls while 
he was gone. Then he gave Peter a few coins, and he warned the Prince to stay out of trouble and to not 
leave Colum’s side. 


Peter did not know where to go at first. His senses were enthralled by all the sights, sounds, and smells 
emanating from the fair. Colum drifted towards a stage play, which re-enacted the story of the Candle 
Feast, and Peter grudgingly followed after him. He did not share Colum’s enchantment for Mystery 
Plays and their implied morality. After all, he was but a little boy, and he had received enough lectures 
and teachings to last a lifetime. 


Suddenly, Peter’s attention was drawn to a booth across from the stage. His nose had caught the aroma 
of a delicious broth, boiling in a large, metal cauldron behind the stall. A dwarf was slowly stirring it as 
he hummed softly to himself. 


Peter and his companions had ridden hard that day. The boy had forgotten how dry and parched his 
throat felt on the dusty trail, and the length of their seemingly unending ride. His stomach also started 
to growl, now awakened by the enticing aroma of the soup. 


Forgetting almost everything that Aldrian had told him, Peter hurried across the street. Narrowly 
avoiding a collision with a horse drawn cart, Peter reached the booth. Four bowls filled with broth set 
on top of the shelf of the booth beside a ream of parchment. 


“May I? Iam almost starved,” Peter said as he put down a few coins and reached for the nearest bowl. 


“Stop! Before you drink, you must read this parchment and sign it, agreeing to its terms,” the dwarf 
exhorted. 


Impatiently, Peter glanced quickly over the parchment and found that he could not read it, in spite of 
his quite thorough education in many written languages. He gazed around, but he could not catch sight 
of Colum, now probably lost somewhere among the crowd at the Mystery Play. 


Bother, I'll sign it, anyway. What is the harm in that? After all, my coins should pay for it. And I am 
half dead from thirst and hunger. 


He quickly signed it and raised the hot bow] to his lips, not even noticing the wooden spoon proffered 
by the dwarf. Finishing it, he turned to go, but the dwarf stopped him, laying a strong, small hand on 
his shoulder. 


“Where do you think you are going, my friend? Did you not read the contract?” 


“Yes. I tried to read it, but I could not. Besides, shouldn’t those coins cover the cost of the broth? It was 
a very small bowl.” 


“Ah, being clever, now, are we? And I can see that you are a very clever boy indeed, even if you cannot 


read dwarven runes. Are you aware of what you have agreed to do?” 


“Well, no. That is, I don’t know.” 

“According to this document, and I quote: ‘The signer (that is you) agrees to pay the signee 
(that is me, Mimir, the Dwarf) his birthright and his inheritance in exchange for a bowl of delicious 
dwarven bailey broth. Payment will be prompt and final. If the signer has no inheritance or material 
wealth (i.e. coins, land holdings, livestock, etc.), he must become enjoined as an indentured servant to 
the signee for a period of eighteen years, or whenever the signee feels that the debt has been fully 
repaid with twenty percent interest.’ “ 


“What? That is outrageous! That’s illegal! You can’t do that to me! I’m Prince Peter of Kendil! I am not 
bound to your town or to you!” 


“Sorry, my boy. The law is the law! And you signed it willingly and of your own volition. A prince, eh? 
I always wanted to be royalty. Maybe I will be kind and let you work in the kitchen as a dishwasher. 
You have fine, delicate hands.” 


“Colum! Colum!” 


“What do you want, Peter? I could hear you a mile away.” Colum had appeared beside the lad. Peter 
almost jumped outside of his own skin, not realizing that the mendicant was standing two inches 
behind him. 


“Oh, you almost scared the life out of me. This low life swindler of a dwarf is trying to steal my life’s 
blood and everything else that I possess. Look at this contract he made me sign.” 


“No, I didn’t force him to sign anything, Governor. Not like I held a crossbow to his head or anything. 
The boy’s just delusional, sir. Care for a cup of broth? All you have to do is sign this form testifying 
that you have tasted it and found it to be exceptionally good.” The dwarf offered Colum a parchment 
similar to the one that Peter had signed. 


“No. No thank you, all the same.” Colum slowly and carefully read over the parchment. 


“Bad news, Peter. It appears that you have signed an ironclad contract. It seems that you have signed 
away both your life and your inheritance. You should be more careful in the future.” 


“But I couldn’t read it! That’s the whole point! It was written in Pig Dwarven or some language like 
that!” 


“Excuse me, Mister ex-Prince. The language of this contract is rendered in High Dwarven runes, The 
official court script of Prosperio, the capital city of Suthdor.” 


“Suthdor. The land of the dwarfs. I am going to be forced to live in Suthdor. I don’t know anyone there. 
Not even at the High Court there. I am going to be the tallest person there, and at the same time, the 
one in the lowest social caste! 


“Yes. It appears so. Perhaps I can put in a good word for you. I’m on good terms with King Arlin, the 
Short Tempered. Just make sure that you don’t displease him. He has killed many kitchen scullery 
maids before you. Their skulls decorate the outer wall of his palace.” 


“What is going on, Peter? I can’t leave you alone for one quarter of an hour. I return and find you 
deeply in trouble of some sort.” Aldrian had finally appeared, forcing himself through the gathering 
crowd that was slowly growing around Mimir’s stall. 


Colum, feeling suddenly relieved, explained the situation to the sage. Aldrian carefully studied the old 
parchment. He took his time, much to the chagrin of the impatient young prince. 


“He is a minor, you know. I think that would disqualify the contract in Prince Rhian’s eyes.” 


“If I even bring the matter to His Highness’ attention, after all. And I see no reason to do so. Besides, 
by your own admission, this Colum fellow was supposed to be watching after the boy in your absence. 
It seems to me that you both were negligent in your duties, as any court of law would point out.” 


Aldrian shot Colum a hostile glance. His temper faded after a moment, as he realized the uselessness of 
holding onto the emotion. No good purpose would be served by remaining angry. 


“I’m sorry, Aldrian. I allowed myself to be distracted. I failed in my duty to you and to the prince.” 


“Well, that is enough sentiment, old boys! You need to gather up your gear, young Peter! The sun is 
beginning to set, and it is time to pack up this stall. In a fortnight, we shall be in Suthdor.” 


“Wait a moment, before we go! What kind of dwarf are you who cooks broth and tricks young boys 
into indentured slavery? I thought that dwarfs dug for silver and gold, and that they fashioned armor 
and fancy jewelry and such. I thought that they bartered and bargained for precious gems, not souls!” 


“Oh, my boy, that is just a racial stereotype. Not all dwarfs are stupid, muscle bound, little people, who 
are enslaved to the greedy whims of self -righteous humans. People like you don’t appreciate our 
abilities, our craftiness, our creativity, and our cunning. Why, I, myself, am a culinary genius...” 


“Tl tell you what kind of dwarf he is! The lazy, ‘I’m too good to get my hands dirty’ dwarf. That’s the 
kind he is. He won’t work in the mines or at the blacksmith’s forge, because he finds it too demeaning. 
He might injure his delicate hands, or disturb that yellow streak that runs up his back.” 


Behind Mimir stood a three-foot dwarven woman, clearly angry with her husband. 


“He would rather deceive honest citizens by working with his tongue than with his ‘precious’ hands. 
Take your balderdash contract and go!” To Mimir’s dismay, she seized the contract from his hands and 
tore it up into many little pieces. Then she flung the torn remains at Aldrian and the other on-lookers. 
As everyone fled from her wraith, she picked up an empty metal pot and pursued Mimir around the 
stall, constantly swinging in the general direction of his head. 


“Didn’t Prince Rhian warn you about starting another scam in town? Do you want to get us both tarred, 
feathered, and put in the stocks?” she screamed to her fleeing husband. 


“Well, I guess that settles the matter of the contract,.” Peter said as they scurried from the scene. 
“Luckily for you, this time. I hope you learnt a lesson from this disaster,” Aldrian chided. 


“At least I’ve lost my appetite for now,” the boy quipped. But Aldrian remained sullen as they 
proceeded to Castle Rhisart. Would his young charge always think with his stomach instead of his 
head? 


“T hope you remember your manners better in the presence of the king. You may need to use all of your 
scattered wits when you address Prince Rhian’s father.” The warning proved to be more prophetic than 
Aldrian could possibly have imagined. 


Aldrian returned quickly to the stables to retrieve their horses. The sun was rapidly descending behind 
the far hills, and he wished to reach the castle before it set. Then the three rode hurriedly through the 
great town, guided by the sage, whose hunger matched that of the young prince. Such was the haste and 
determination of his grandfather that Peter was only able to catch fleeting glimpses of the details of the 
workmanship on most the stone buildings, partially obscured now by the growing shadows. Like the 
forests and the grasslands that lay outside the approach to Pence, Peter’s memories of the detailed 
masonry of these edifices blurred and coalesced, until they became faded, half formed, false 
impressions when he tried to recall them years later. 


The sage and his companions reached the castle minutes after sunset. The captain of the guard refused 
to allow them entrance. Tradition dictated that this particular gate remain closed until sunrise of the 
following morning. He would not even descend from the barbican, a large stone tower that guarded 
access to this gate, to treat with them face to face. So, in exasperation, the three were forced to ride 
along the perimeter of the outer, thirty -foot walls, until they reached a postern or metal gate, on the 
West Side. There Aldrian pleaded and cajoled with the doorkeeper for some time before they were 
allowed entrance. The postern served as a small exit gate for soldiers to attack enemy forces outside of 
the castle. This particular one was so small that only one person could ride through at a time, or only 
two soldiers could walk through abreast. Now safely ensconced behind the castle walls, Aldrian 
showed the doorkeeper their badges, identified each of their party, and paid him some coins for their 
passage inside. A groom, after also receiving a few coins for his trouble, led the horses to the castle 
stable. The trio then walked through the outer bailey, the courtyard of the castle, until they reached the 
main keep. Aldrian claimed he had been here many times before, as he led them up an outer flight of 
stairs to another postern. Once again, Aldrian identified himself and his companions and he displayed 
their badges to another doorkeeper. There they waited for a seeming eternity, until the gate was opened 
for them. They entered the keep, escorted now by two soldiers. On the right shoulder of each soldier’s 
tunic was emblazoned the livery of Castle Rhisart. 


These guards quickly marched the visitors through a small chamber to an entrance hall. Here they were 
made to sit on a splinter filled, long, wooden bench, until Prince Rhian was ready to receive them. The 
companions wearily expected to endure another endless period of waiting. Minutes later, the great 
wooden door on the northern end of the room swung open. An attendant, dressed in green and white, 
the colors of the castle, appeared to lead them into the Great Hall. 


The hall was a rectangular room, approximately fifty feet long by twenty-five feet wide. The king, an 
elderly man, dressed in green breeches and a white tunic, sat on a small dais. Beside him, on his right, 
was a young man, serving his lord boiled meat from a long, wooden platter. When he had finished, the 
young man sat down beside him on a similar chair at the king’s right. Before the two men were a long 
wooden table, commonly referred to as the king’s table. Normally, additional chairs would be provided 
along its length for the king’s family and his guests. But tonight, there were only two chairs. 
Perpendicular to the king’s table ran another table on the right with three chairs for his visitors. Aldrian, 
Colum, and Peter were promptly seated here after a proper introduction was made. The servants and 
other members of the household were required to sit on benches at trestle tables in another part of the 
room. 


Supper was traditionally the lightest meal of the day, consisting of one main course and several small, 
side dishes with cheese. Peter was afraid that they had arrived too late and had missed most of the 
course. The first thing that the younger prince noticed was the table setting, which resembled the one at 
his great hall in Caran Sarn. It made him feel at ease to see familiar things again. This setting included 
a silver salt shaker, a ref, and cups of silver and pewter. The servants, of course, had only wooden cups. 
Everyone was expected to provide his own knife. Metal spoons were brought out for the nobility and 
wooden ones for the household staff. Wooden bowls, each lined on the bottom with a thick slice of 
white bread, were set out for the king and his guests. The servants were given a round piece of bread 
scooped out to form a bowl. This was called a trencher. Usually, the bowl was cut in half, and two 
people shared a trencher. All of the food was served from wooden platters, and the wooden bowls or the 
trenchers functioned as their plates. 


Every meal followed this sequence. After the chaplain had said a blessing, the steward would come 
forth from the kitchen, leading a procession of servers bearing trays. The meal would be lukewarm at 
best, because of the distance from the lower level of the kitchen to the dining hall on the second or the 
third floor. The king, or the lord of the castle, had the privilege of choosing the meat that he wanted for 


the table. Then the server placed the selected course on the platter, where it was cut by a lower ranking 
lord and was then distributed to those seated at that table. That was why a prince was serving a king at 
his table when Aldrian and his company arrived. Normally, this task would be passed to Peter when he 
was seated at the table. However, as a prince, he outranked both his grandfather and the mendicant, 
Colum. And he was a ten-year old with no previous training or skill in this duty. So, it was deemed 
more proper (and safer) to let Colum serve the table. 


In addition to the servers, other members of the kitchen staff also had continuous duties. The pantler 
distributed bread and butter, the butler poured wine and ale, and the cup- bearers constantly filled the 
cups of the guests. 


Finally, the last course was served. It consisted of fruits, nuts, cheeses, wafers, and spiced wine. Only 
the nobility drank the wine, which was diluted with honey and cinnamon. The commoners and the 
servants had to be content with ale, mead, or beer. 


Normally, at this point of the evening, as the meal ended, the king and his guests would be entertained 
by minstrels, acrobats, or storytellers. Games would be played if a lady in the castle or the manor house 
was present to lead the court in these endeavors. But, alas, Prince Rhian’s mother had died some fifteen 
years ago. A somber mood would be awakened in the king if anyone dared to suggest that games be 
played such as the kind that Lady Catrine enjoyed when she was alive. 


And so it was, that on this fateful night, the king decided he would instigate his own form of 
entertainment. He would interrogate his guests as to the true purpose of their visit here. A game of cat 
and mouse, if you will. And Peter, of course, was to be the mouse. But the king had underestimated his 
quarry. For Peter’s wits and his tongue were sharper than any cat’s claws, and certainly quicker than 
any frightened mouse. 


“What brings the rabble of Castle Kendil crawling like vermin before us today? Your abrupt arrival 
almost spoiled my resplendent feast.” 


“T beg your pardon, Sire. We did not mean to interrupt your repast at this late hour. I would not have 
approached you if my need was not less than great. I need to ask your permission to grant sanctuary to 
the Lady Dierdra and her son, Peter, your nephew. I do not trust the manipulations and the deceit of 
Kendil’s current steward, Cian, son of Ustoff.” 


Prince Rhian and his father exchanged glances. A look of concern crossed both their faces. 


“This is bad news indeed. We have our own concerns at this time, and none of them touch upon your 
land. We are nearly in a state of war with Englewood, the oldest island of the Kingdom of Deeplake. It 
seems that certain denizens of that island constantly harass our fishing boats. Often they board our 
vessels and seize the cargo or impress our sailors into their navy. Even some of our citizens in the 
harbor towns of the Northeast Coast have disappeared recently. Presumably they are being captured 
and forced to work as galley slaves on the Deeplake ships. Our border skirmishes with your Kendilean 
priests seem insignificant in comparison to this,” Prince Rhian concluded. The king stared ahead, with 
a bemused expression, as if he were reading the measure of those gathered before him. 


“Grandfather, I have told you before. I will not be forced to give up this quest. We shall find my 
missing father. I will not abandon the search for my father here in this castle!” 


“Oh, now I understand,” the old king finally spoke up. Everyone had forgotten his presence as he sat 
there so silently and smugly on his throne. 


“You came here seeking news about your father, my younger brother, Harold,” he continued. “I should 


have been the one to marry Dierdra, not him. Of course, I would have been the in-law to the house of 
Serie, who is directly descended through your bloodline, Aldrian. Let me guess. Peter probably used 
that ‘Oath of Serie’ to bind you to a quest. Otherwise, you would not have dragged him to my door. 
Well, I have bad news for you, Aldrian and Peter. Lord Cian has, in your absence, announced his 
engagement to Queen Dierdra. Pending, of course his ascension to the throne. In any event, she will not 
be allowed to leave Caran Sarn. 


“How are you aware of these things?” Aldrian inquired. 
“The messenger arrived today from Castle Kendil., “ Prince Rhian interjected. 


Prince Rhian motioned for the messenger to come forward. A tall soldier came into their presence. A 
long shadow seemed to follow him across the room. Peter gawked. It was one of the soldiers that they 
had seen at the great water falls two days ago. Then it was Aldrian’s turn to stare. On the left shoulder 
of the soldier’s tunic was a large tear and a bare patch where the badge of Kendil’s livery should be. 


“Where is your badge, Soldier? Every member of Castle Caran Sarn’s livery is required to wear the 
proper insignia on his tunic.” 


“My Lord Sage, I was involved in an altercation with a guard on the bridge to the village of 
Meadowdale. He tore off my insignia before I was able to overpower him. The badge fell into the water 
and disappeared. The obnoxious sentinel followed it into the stream.” 


“Come, Aldrian. Do not berate this brave messenger for his appearance. Obviously, he was only 
following a superior’s orders: to deliver a certain message to this castle no matter what the obstacles 
that stand in his way. I should ask you a better question: why are soldiers being marshaled upon the 
hills of my western borders? Do Peter and Cian feel so threatened by my ties of blood to Kendil that 
each must muster an army to defend his personal claim to the throne? Don’t I have enough troubles in 
the North to occupy the forces of Evergreen Vale? Must I also go to war against Kendil?” 


“No, Milord. As far as I know, Peter has no ambitions for war. Lord Cian is of a different mind. He is 
ambitious and treacherous, my liege, But he can do nothing for now. The time has not yet expired for a 
new king to ascend to the throne of Kendil. There is no proof that my son in law is dead. Indeed, I have 
found evidence to believe that King Harold is alive and well.” Aldrian reached into his cloak, and from 
an inner pocket, retrieved a pouch. He emptied its contents into his hand. He held up a small, ruby ring 
for all to see. Its setting faintly glowed. 


“Behold the signet ring of King Harold. In the heart of its gemstone you can see a tiny glow. That 
pulsating light represents the life of the king. As long as it glows, I know that Harold, my son-in-law, is 
alive. When the gemstone becomes dark and cold, I will know that my beloved kinsman is dead. Only 
then will it be the proper time to choose a new king. The gem will be removed from its setting and the 
old ring will be destroyed. After a new king has been chosen, a new ring will be forged. The same 
gemstone will be placed in the setting of the signet ring adorning the new king’s finger. The gem will 
align itself to his spark of life, and it will continue to burn brightly until his reign ends. 


“T found the ring only this afternoon. I had gone to all of the taverns and to most of my usual ‘haunts’ 
to gather information about the regions north of the Middle Realm. At one such establishment, a tavern 
keeper directed my attention to an older, weather beaten stranger, who had been traveling in the North 
for the past two years. He had been trying to interest the tavern’s customers in some items that he had 
come across in long journeys. One of these objects was an expensive ring, ornately crafted by the 
dwarven smiths of Suthdor. Naturally, I recognized it at once. I spent quite awhile haggling him down 
in price. Unfortunately, I found no other clues as to the king’s whereabouts. Nor did he have any other 
trinkets or merchandise that related to Harold’s last trip.” 


“That is all very interesting. But you are still avoiding my primary question. How do I know that Peter 
and his steward will not invade me with their armies?” 


“Your Majesty, Peter is still a little boy of ten. He is too young and inexperienced to lead troops against 
you. He is even too young to put forth a challenge to claim the throne itself. He will remain a Prince for 
five more years before he can legally inherit the throne. Barring, of course, the intervention of any 
other claimants. Hopefully, I will find Harold before the two- year absentee clause expires, and he will 
reign for five years or more. Then Peter can directly claim his crown and your own fears will prove to 
be fruitless. 


“As for Lord Cian, he can do nothing more than move armies around in his own borders for now. He 
has no authority to declare war or to invade another sovereign’s territory without the permission of the 
King’s Privy Council. As long as I am head of the Council, he will not have that authority.” 


“But you are not controlling the Council now. Instead you are traipsing through the countryside in a 
vain attempt to locate Harold. And the prince, who might have some influence on Lord Cian, is also by 
your side." 


“Never the less, Cian cannot act alone. Your only real concern should be that I might not find the king 
before another year expires. In that case, Lord Cian will probably try to marry Queen Dierdra and lay 
claim to the throne. Peter will be too young to challenge and stop him,” the sage concluded. 


“Oh, yes. Young Prince Peter. Poor, helpless, little prince. You come here begging sanctuary because 
you are too much of a coward to live in your own castle. What a pathetic king you will make someday.” 


“Father, don’t mock him so! You show a poor degree of hospitality in treating your guests and kindred 
so. They come in a hour of need, and you can only mock them for your own entertainment,” Prince 
Rhian interrupted, shocked at his father’s coldness to their plight. 


Peter’s eyes swept the Royal Court for a few long seconds. He read the mistrust, the mockery, and the 
insincerity within the audience assembled here. Aldrian and Colum exchanged glances, surprised by 
Peter’s silence. They both took long drinks of their spiced wine. Then Peter spoke: 


“Oh, King and Uncle, we thank you for the hospitality and the meal that we have enjoyed in your 
gracious presence. I had learned many things while traveling through your town today, but they pale in 
comparison to what you have taught me here in your court.” He paused for dramatic effect. 


“In my country we have a custom where we take objects of great beauty or value and put them in a 
place of honor, such as a pedestal or a high shelf, so that everyone can see and enjoy them. I see that in 
your country you provide a similar form of entertainment. 


“You take your old, decrepit objects of scorn, and place them on high thrones where everyone can 
gawk at them and ridicule them at their leisure. While attending court, the commoners stare wide-eyed, 
and with furtive glances, mock these objects as they pay lip service to their great virtue and lasting 
beauty.” 


The Court was taken back by the boy’s venom and his honesty. Colum, who had leaned forward to pet 
the royal hound, Vanna, suddenly gagged on his drink. He involuntarily began throwing up on the 
beautifully groomed fur of the frightened dog. Aldrian reacted in a similar manner to the boy’s 
unexpected remarks. Half swallowing his wine, he abruptly spit it out. The regurgitated fluid bounced 
several feet before finally resting at the base of the throne. It completely saturated the king’s new black 
leather boots. 


Rhian, for his part, just sat still for a few moments, stunned by the boy’s comments. Then he glanced 
over to his father, who was shouting incoherently and grabbing for the scabbard of the nearest soldier. 


“Sire, Sire!” he cried, rising up to prevent his father from advancing with a menacing blade upon the 
young prince. “He is just a boy!” 


“Better then that we kill him in his youth, before his wit and tongue become sharper with age.” 


The crowd was all a murmur after witnessing these activities. The full assembly of soldiers present was 
needed to restore order to the room. The king was still enraged when one of his lords boldly 
approached him. 


“May I make a suggestion, Sire? I know the perfect punishment for such a rowdy boy with an atrocious 
temper like his.” Lord Druce whispered his idea into the royal ear of the king. 


“Yes. I like it. And you, Lord Druce, will see that the deed is properly administered. Now, Boy, here is 
a fitting punishment for your wicked temper. The lord will take you back to the woods behind the 
castle. There you will search until you find a hickory branch as sharp as your wit, as thick as your 
pride, and long as your small stature in my court. Bring it back to me, and I will administer a royal 
whipping. Then the Royal Court will see if your courage is equal to your tongue.” 


Nothing could dissuade the old king from this task. So Peter grudgingly left the hall, accompanied by 
Lord Druce. They left the keep through an eastern postern. Lord Druce insisted that they go to the 
Royal Stables, where he requisitioned two steeds. Then they rode through the outer bailey to the 
western postern, where the guards did not hinder their passage into the night. 


“Father, do you not think that you are being too harsh upon the boy? He is your only nephew, after all.” 


“Nonsense, Rhian. He insulted me, the king, and he must be punished. He has broken the fourth law, 
which declares that children and the lower classes must pay homage and respect to their lords. Do you 
teach your children and the commoners nothing about obedience, love, respect, or service in that rustic 
kingdom of yours, Aldrian? 


“Aye, Milord. We teach them to love and respect their parents and their elders, giving homage and 
service to them when it is due. But we also teach them to speak their minds freely when their rights are 
abused, or when they are being insulted or ill-used. Peter probably thought that you did not appreciate 
the gravity of our situation, as seen through his eyes. He was trying to make a point. Perhaps his words 
were ill chosen. However, as I look around this room, I see...” 


Aldrian did not have the opportunity to finish his sentence. For, at that moment, a soldier burst into the 
room. 


“Your Highness, one of the chambermaids has discovered the body of Lord Druce. Apparently, he was 
poisoned and left in his room to die.” 


“But that’s impossible! Lord Druce has been with us the entire evening, since sunset. He left, 
accompanied by the younger prince, less than an hour ago.” 


“King Kyras, it has been awhile since they departed. Should they not have returned by now?” Colum 
dared to inquire. 


“Not if Lord Druce is doing his job properly. It takes time to select a good whipping rod. Besides, what 
trouble can befall them in the woods behind our castle?” 


A second person then entered the room. The insignia on his tunic identified him as a member of the 
Tower Guard. 


“Your Majesty, I bear a message from the Constable of the Guard. He seeks to inquire if Lord Druce 
had your permission to leave the castle grounds tonight. It seems that he rode past the guard through 


the western postern scarcely an hour ago A small boy accompanied him. They rode through the town, 
then demanded passage through the north gate of the city walls. He used his rank to bully the night 
watch into letting them leave.” 


“How could this be?” the king thought aloud. 
“A deceiver! That can be the only answer!” Colum exclaimed. 


“Of course! He was lying in wait. He knew that we had been invited to sup with King Kyras tonight. 
He drugged the real Lord Druce, then left him in his bedchamber to die. He disguised himself as the 
lord and then proceeded into this hall, waiting for a chance to separate Prince Peter from us. Your 
outburst, Your Highness, provided him with the perfect opportunity to step forth and then slip away 
with the boy.” The Sage’s comments were as much addressed to the king as they were to Colum. 


“Yes. What a perfect specimen to capture. A ten- year old boy, whose mind is still pliable and easily 
influenced. Easily molded and directed down whatever path the deceiver chooses.” Colum concluded. 


“Deceiver! Deceiver?” the king shouted. “What are you two babbling about? Is this more of your 
Church mythos, or is it some fantasy that the commoners prattle about?” 


“No, Father. Aldrian and Colum are not wrong. The threat of the deceivers is quite real. Although no 
one is exactly certain what they are or how powerful they can be, the danger that they pose is 
considerable. Some say that they are the Fairy Folk, changelings who alter their appearance at will, to 
impersonate humans and to spy upon their activities.” 


“And others say that the deceivers are agents of the Darkness, spawned by evil to seduce the innocent 
into their ways and to use them for their own deceits. Some speculate that these deceivers are actually 
humans, who, once equipped with certain masks and potions, can fool even the most wary into 
believing what they wish their victim to believe, into seeing what he most wishes to perceive.” Colum 
replied. 


“Who cares about this balderdash? You court fools are all missing the point. A young boy, a prince no 
less, has been kidnapped through your own incompetence. And I would advise, nay, I would order all 
of you to find him or suffer the consequences. King Harold, my departed brother, will not be too happy 
if he returns to find his son ruined, dead, or worse. Now, go! All of you! Out of my sight! 


“Not you, Rhian. You stay and tell me more about these deceivers. It’s not your fault that these 
bumblers lost their prince. Stay by my side, Son, and keep an old man company.” 


And so the great hall was emptied, as the people scattered to gather their armor and weapons. They met 
outside the Royal Stables to organize themselves into smaller companies and to determine where each 
group would search. Aldrian and Colum would ride farthest north along the coastline of Evergreen 
Vale. Tynam, the soldier from Castle Kendil, chose to accompany them. 


Chapter Five: The Tower of the Sentinel 


Lord Druce and his companion had ridden for hours. It seemed as if the intensity of the 


darkness had grown during that time. Peter could find no stars in the night sky. 
“Come, my boy, don’t falter now. We have but a ways farther to go.” 


“How much longer? I am so fatigued by this journey. Was it King Kyras’ intention to ride me 
to death rather than to whip me first?” He paused his horse, almost sliding out of the saddle.” 


“Was I so wrong to mock the king? I pitied him, actually. I could see how his own court was 
mocking him, how little respect it really had for him. In my own way, I was subtly trying to point out 
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the truth about his ‘admirers’. 


“Perhaps he missed the point. Truth is in the eyes of the beholder. He does not share your 
perception of it.” 


“Truth is eternal and unchanging. How can one perception of it be different from another? I 
thought that truth is the same for everyone.” 


“Then perhaps you were taught wrong. A king makes his own truth. What he perceives is true 
as it serves his needs. The people who serve under him and the commoners must accept his vision as 
the true one. Otherwise, they should gladly, and without complaint, suffer the consequences.” 


“You are saying that ‘Power makes right’. That weakness is wrong and vulnerable, 
subservient to the king and his special privileges. If the needs of the poor infringe upon the privileges 
of the nobility...” 


“Then the poor must put their own needs aside for the king’s comfort. After all, if the king is 
not comfortable, he might make a wrong decision, which, in turn, might endanger the safety of his 
kingdom and his people. Therefore, it is the people’s duty to sacrifice their own well being, even their 
lives, in service to the king. You are learning, Peter. You will make a fine ruler someday.” 


“And you are a fine diplomat. You certainly have a way with words.” When are you going to 
stop chattering, old man? I feel so tired. I will probably sleep through the switching. And that will serve 
to further infuriate the king. 


The weather had begun to change while Peter and Lord Druce held their conversation. The 
skies were suddenly filled with clouds. Slowly, as the temperature decreased, snowflakes began to fall. 
The exhausted boy suddenly became awake. His tiredness and depression gave way to joy. Peter had 
never seen snow before. The snowflakes, which touched his cheeks, revived his spirits and rekindled 
his heart. Lord Druce, becoming aware of this change in the boy’s spirit, scowled, his noble visage 
disfigured by a wide, menacing grimace. To all appearances, it was as if a long, black, deep and 
measureless void had been carved across his face. Somewhere in the pit of that darkness burnt a cold, 
all consuming flame. 


Lord Druce dismounted when they came to a wooded area surrounding a tall hill. Taking the 
reins of both horses, he led them into the nearby trees. Peter, who also had dismounted, stood silently in 
awe of 


the soft snow shower playing around him. He only snapped out of his trance when he heard his name. It 
did not sound like a human voice that invoked his spirit. It seemed as if the wind through the woods 
was a melody that beckoned his presence, like a soft but enticing siren call. The beauty of the moment 
was shattered when Peter realized that a dark shadow stood beside him. His joy turned to fear. But the 
illusion passed and the shadow vanished. In its place was a man, ‘Lord Druce, a self- proclaimed 
counselor to King Kyras of Evergreen Vale. 


“Come, Peter. I have something to show you.” Taking his hand, he led the boy up the hill. At 
its summit, were the remains of broken walls and shattered buildings, partially dusted by the falling 


snow. A twisted brick tower stood at the center of the ruined settlement. ‘Lord Druce’ directed Peter up 
the stone path to the outer stairway that wound around the watchtower. Cautiously, the two scaled up 
the cracked, uneven stairs, strewn with rubble and decay. Peter almost slipped off once as they neared 
the apex of their climb. The indiscernible snow was leaving a thin coat of treachery upon the marble 
surface. 


He mustn’t die now, ‘Lord Druce’ thought. Not when I am near the summit of my ambitions. 


Finally, they entered the tower. The roof had long since collapsed. The cream colored sky 
was visible. Patches of darkness were discernible through the white tapestry of clouds. And in that 
bluish darkness, a few faint stars could be seen, if one concentrated his sight. The layers of darkness, 
the cold and fearful weight of night seemed less palpable in here. Perhaps the walls, which had 
protected so many for so long, gave an ingrained sense of security to Peter. 


Inside the stone tower, there was only a marble fountain and the remnants of a few stone 
benches. The fountain was remarkably intact, although it appeared that the benches had succumbed to 
age and decay, or to vandalism. 


“Why did you bring me here? What did you wish me to see?” 


“Your future, Peter.” He boosted the prince onto one of the benches against the circular wall. 
Standing on that bench, Peter looked out of the tower window. 


“From here you can glimpse an overview of most of the three kingdoms of the Middle 
Realm: Kendil, The Evergreen Vale, and three of the larger islands of Deeplake. You can survey all of 
these territories, see the movement of troops and of common farmers, and read the measure of any man, 
whether he be peasant or noble, by his comings and his goings. If you are clever and crafty, firm of 
mind and adamant of heart, you could possess all of it. In time, you could rule all three kingdoms and 
others beyond them. For you are related by blood to each of the three crowns (if only distantly in 
Deeplake’s case). You could have all of it within your life time.” 


“And what do you wish me to sacrifice in return? These deals and contracts always have a 
price, as I have recently learned.” 


“T only wish you to go back to your old ways, to be yourself again, Peter. You do not need to 
throw away the best years of your life on a deluded quest searching for your father. He is alive 
somewhere in the Middle Realm. Your grandfather has proven that. Your real concern should be over 
the manipulations of ‘Lord’ Cian, the Prince of Wolves. What damage is he doing to your kingdom, 
your inheritance, while you pursue this mad goose chase? You must go back and resume your princely 
duties. Dispose of this steward, this pretender to the throne.” 


Peter noticed that quite a change had come over ‘Lord Druce’ during their dialogue. His eyes 
kept changing color, depending on his particular choler when he spoke. Sometimes the irises were 
golden when he was persuasive, other times red when he was anxious or angry. His voice would 
change as well. Sometimes it was melodic and sweet like honey, Other times it was deep and 
threatening like a ravenous wolf’s growl. This was quite a contrast to the music that Peter had heard in 
the woods. 


“And with whom do I replace him? Perhaps it would be you, who aspire to be the new 
councilor and power behind my throne. Why should I do that? Why should I replace one wolf with 
another?” 


“Because you know so little of your world, Boy! Those who surround you are so mired in 
their own little concerns and courtly games of intrigue that they cannot see beyond the borders of 
Kendil. And many cannot even see beyond the walls of Caran Sarn itself! Your grandfather is a 


wandering old fool, gathering ‘sagely’ information that is useless, for the most part, to anyone. His 
assistant, Colum, is a mindless, do-gooder, helping the impoverished, who will never be of service to 
your kingdom. It is no wonder that your realm is falling into neglect and ruin.” 


‘Lord Druce’ moved to the fountain. Peter thought that it was empty. Then ‘Druce’ waved his 
hand over the basin, and a reflection appeared in the marble bottom. A feeling of apprehension began to 
wash over the prince. A second gesture from his hand caused smoke to arise from the water. Peter 
slowly backed away. He averted his gaze away from the black water. 


“T shall have no dealings with soothsayers and auguries,” he said in a wavering 
voice “But look! I see a sad ruin for your estates. Lord Cian has married your 
mother. She is an unhappy spouse, suicidal at best. Prince Rhian has marched upon the western borders 
of your kingdom, and both realms are at war. The islands of Deeplake bide their time, and they build 
navies to raid and sack both lands. Your precious Guardians of the North, the fairy tale powers of your 
grandfather’s fantasies, do not care to interfere in the mortal realms. What about you and your friends? 
Nothing is heard of you, my Prince, in the foreseeable future. 


“And another forgotten realm arises in the Eastern Continent. It will over shadow the 
squabbles of your petty princedoms. But your destruction need not be. I know of this power, and I 
alone can deal with it. I can form an alliance with the elder realm so that your kingdom, or rather, our 
kingdom, will be independent when all others are enslaved to the East.” 


“No! I shall never sell my body, my mind, my heart or my soul to your darkness. Nor will I 
betray any of my countrymen, whether noble or peasant, to your cause! Release me, Deceiver!” 


“So, Boy, you have guessed my true nature. Well, if I cannot corrupt you, I will sacrifice you. 
Either way, you will not achieve your ill- fated quest.” 


Peter bolted for the door. Once he was outside, he hurried towards the steps. He had forgotten 
about their slippery surface, and he almost lost his balance as he careened down the ice- coated 
stairway. 


Though it was imperceptible at first, the music from the woods seemed to grow, rising to a great 
crescendo of sound that summoned the young prince. Instinctively he raced through the ruined 
settlement towards the beckoning sanctuary, often slipping and sliding along the way. 


The deceiver, still wearing the body of ‘Lord Druce’, stood inside in shocked surprise when 
Peter had escaped his grasp and retreated through the open portal. The prince should have been too 
drained of energy, hope, and courage, to rally the strength to escape. He should have been full of 
depression and despair, not resolve and defiance. This had never happened before. Truly he had 
underestimated his foe. 


The deceiver took one step outside the ruined tower. Then he heard the music. At Once, he 
screamed in agony and retreated back inside. That celestial melody! Who would dare to interfere in this 
matter? It couldn’t be the Guardians. He thought that they were forbidden to freely walk through the 
mortal realms. And no one, to his knowledge, on his side had done anything to draw their attention to 
the boy. His master had given strict orders not to harm the boy. But it was to late. “Lord Druce’ had 
been so confident that he could corrupt the boy, that he could tempt the prince to walk down into the 
same path of darkness that the deceiver’s ancestors had followed so many years ago. This road led 
down to the dark fire that consumes the personality in the hot flames of passion and anger, and freezes 
both heart and soul in the black coldness of hate. This was the final state of existence for himself and 
his master, and for anyone else who shared their darkness. It was an eternal state of self -consumption 


and emptiness. The tormented victim was always driven by conflicting emotions that could never be 
resolved, and frozen in mind and heart by eternal hate. In short, it was a permanent state of imperfect 
balance. 


After awhile, the music had subsided. The deceiver knew that he must act swiftly. Dawn 
would soon arrive to melt away the shadows that fed his powers of fear and illusion. He must strike 
before the hated light came to weaken his abilities. It was a pity that he must destroy the child. But he 
could not afford to let the boy and his companions awaken the guardians. Cian, the fool, was doing his 
part to spread fear and misdirection throughout the Middle Kingdoms with his pathetic attempts to 
seize power. This pawn had distracted these petty kings from their true danger. Thus, they would be in a 
state of weakness and disarray when their real foe arrived. 


But the young prince would have made a much better pawn than old Cian. His kingdom 
could have been a real base of power, from which to conquer the Middle Continent. And ‘Lord Druce’ 
would have been a true regent, holding sway over Kendil in his master’s name (of course). Dreams of 
power filled his dark mind again. ‘Druce’ screwed up his courage and he left the tower. He headed 
directly into the woods. He was determined to resolve the problem after his own fashion, regardless of 
his master’s approval. 


Peter had run deeper into the wooded area that encompassed the base of the hill. He felt 
compelled to seek out the source of this music. Finally he stopped. He knew that he was in the center of 
the song, but he sensed nothing unusual. Perhaps he was trying too hard. If only he could relax... 
Suddenly a vision began to wash across his mind. 


A young man (perhaps himself) stood in a small boat. He was robed in white linen .The 
image was not clearly focused. Patches of sunlight reflected off the figure. Perhaps he was partially 
clothed in armor underneath the linen. In his upraised right hand, he held an ornate white sword, as 
radiant as the sun. In its hilt were three gems: emerald, ruby, and sapphire. The man flung the sword 
into the sky. It turned in the air three times before striking its target. The sword was now embedded in 
the exact center of an island. Slowly, the island began to rise. Peter now realized that the man in the 
boat was only a few feet offshore from the isle. 


The island continued to rise. The sword’s radiance grew, increasing in brilliance as the island 
rose. Many ruins were revealed as the land resurfaced. Soon it became clear to Peter that the island 
itself was but a small remnant of a larger landmass. Behind the man and his boat, other islands were 
also rising. Soon the boat was beached on the growing island. Peter could not stand to look at the sword 
now, but he noticed something else. As the sword’s luminosity had increased, the old, dead plants 
decayed and vanished. In their place, new growth was appearing. New grass and young saplings began 
to replace the old vegetation in a matter of minutes. 


Soon, it seemed, most of the water around the island had also vanished. The islands had 
merged into one large landmass, perhaps the size of a continent. And each of the former islands was in 
the process of experiencing a similar rejuvenation of plant life. Looking out across the distant ocean, 
Peter saw a great number of ships approaching from the east. The old ruins disappeared as new settlers 
arrived to colonize and to work the land. 


As his vision continued, Peter saw the mysterious man depart from the new cities and their 


colonies. He sailed south in his small boat for uncounted days, before he finally reached another set of 
islands. The pattern of healing and colonization continued as the sword also rejuvenated these islands. 
After carefully replacing the sword in an ornate scabbard, the man left his beached boat and walked in 
the direction of the highest hills. At the entrance of a small cave he stopped. Presently an old man 
appeared. The person before him seemed to be very elderly, perhaps even as old as the hills that 
surrounded him. The younger man placed the scabbard around the waist of the ancient one. Suddenly 
he began to glow like the sun. As the radiance slowly faded, Peter realized that the old man had also 
been restored to youth and vigor. 


Another vision passed before his eyes. The restored man was dressed in silver armor, riding 
at the head of a vast army. He held the jewel-encrusted sword in his right hand. Beside him, dressed in 
steel armor overlaid with gold, was his standard bearer, the younger man from the boat. The flag he 
bore displayed the coat of arms of the house of Serie. 


The army marched across a vast dark, continent. As they passed through its territories, the 
shadows and the darkness retreated before the upraised sword of light, the sword of Serie. Soon they 
stood before an enormous black citadel, whose towers touched the blackened skies. The commander of 
the army turned to his flag bearer as they prepared for the final battle. 


“You have served me well, King 
Peter,” “Thank you, Lord 
Serie. I could have done no less for you.” 
Then the vision ended. Peter felt a bit dazed. Then he became aware of a presence by his side. The man 
spoke again: 


“T said ‘Are you well, Prince Peter?’” 


“What? Forgive me! I did not hear you the first time. I must have dozed off. Such a strange 
dream I have just had.” 


“Tt is rumored that dreams often contain visions of the future, if one is quick and clever 
enough to interpret their meaning.” 


Peter had now come to his senses. He took a good, hard look at the person beside him. The 
man was dressed in long, green trousers with high black boots. He wore a yellow tunic with thick, long 
sleeves. A wide brimmed, green hat with a red feather adorned his head. Across his back was draped a 
black cloak. In his delicate hands he held a small lute. He appeared to be a bit foppish, in Peter’s 
opinion. 


“Who are you? Why did you approach me so informally in these woods?” 


“You do not remember me? I am Tiege, a wandering minstrel. I have entertained at your 
father’s court in years past, Prince Peter. You dishonor me with your lapse of memory, Milord. I have 
heard that others are searching for you as well. Maybe I can offer you safe passage through these 
woods tonight.” 


Even a fop could be dangerous, Peter thought. That is, if I can judge wisely from my previous 
encounters tonight. 


Colum and Aldrian had ridden hard that night. The continually shifting snow helped to mask 
any discernible trail left by the refugees from the castle. 


“T wonder if we overshot their trail in the dark. These woods hug the northern coastline for 


uncounted miles. We must stop and concentrate. We must learn to think as this deceiver would. Where 
would he have taken Peter? And for what purpose?” 


“T don’t know. What is this creature capable of doing? We know that they prey upon the fear 
and the delusions of others. They have no true physical powers except deception and trickery. They 
have no real, supernatural abilities. I believe that their effects are all in the mind of the victim.” Aldrian 
coughed after speaking. The night air was taking a heavy toll on his health. 


“Are you sure? If that is the case, then we should be able to overpower this creature if we can 
find him. We still have no clear idea why he has taken Peter. How does one become a deceiver, 
anyway?” 

Aldrian coughed again before he spoke. He was finding it harder to breathe. Finally, he 
cleared his throat. 


“T believe... Hmph! I believe one becomes a deceiver through hardening one’s heart. One 
invites evil into his life, as it were. A person isn’t simply possessed by a evil spirit or a shadow demon 
one day. He gradually shuts out the world and everyone that he cares about, until nothing good is left 
inside him. At the end, the only thing he cares about is himself and his way in the world. Greed, self 
-preservation, excessive pride, physical appetites, and self-indulgence are all the hallmarks of the 
selfishness that leads to total emptiness. This prepares a soul for occupation by evil spirits.” 


“ That is an interesting theory, no doubt. But look! Tynam has returned.” 
The tall soldier approached. He wore his usual resolute expression. 


“T scouted a mile or two farther to the northwest. I found some recent hoof prints that lead in 
the direction of the old Evergreen watchtower.” 


“The Watchtower of the Sentinel! I should have remembered that fortification. It was called 
‘Le Dun de le Sentia’ in the old Avellarian tongue. At one time, the commander of the Avellarian armies 
used it as a lookout tower to spy upon the armies of the North. When the kingdoms of the Middle 
Realm were reestablished after the Lord of Shadows’ armies were driven to the North, many disputes 
arose over the boundaries between the Evergreen Vale and Kendil. It was rumored that Serie’s 
commander built that tower to watch over the rival kingdoms and arbitrate their disputes. Presumably, 
he rendered judgement at that site.” 


“Alas,” Colum piped in “It has an even older and darker history. It is said that when the Son 
of Light appeared in the twelve kingdoms as a humble teacher and healer, He was taken to that very 
tower to suffer three temptations at the hands of a deceiver. One of those temptations was kingship of 
all that he surveyed in exchange for allegiance to the Lord of Shadows. Where else would the prince 
be taken?” 


“And if Peter refused his offer, where else would this tempter sacrifice the prince, but at the 
tower? It would have the perfect significance in either case.” 


With Tynam in the lead, the three sped in the direction of the old watchtower. Morning light 
outlined the sleepy tree line to their right. 


Finally they arrived at the wooded area below the fortress hill. Tynam suddenly felt weak in 
the knees, as if some unseen force was preventing his passage through the trees. The shadow beneath 
his feet seemed to grow longer, as if it was retreating from the woods. 


“T cannot go any farther. It is as if some fear has gripped my muscles. Some enchantment 
bids me to halt.” 


“Tynam, you are a soldier, not a coward. Put this fear behind you. The prince has desperate 


need of you. His very life may depend upon your presence.” Aldrian spoke sharply, astounded by 
Tynam’s sudden attack of doubt. Then, to Colum, Aldrian softly whispered: 


“T perceive that the deceiver’s power is already manifest here. The most stout hearted among 
us has commenced to express fear as we approach his stronghold. Let the two of us venture on.” Then 
turning his head back to Tynam, he said: 


“Very well, good soldier. Guard our horses while we traipse through the woods. We shall 
return shortly after scouting out yonder settlement on the hill.” 


Tynam watched nervously as the two disappeared into the tree line. 
Tiege, the bard, sat on a tree stump watching the suspicious boy. 


“As I have told you before, I am merely a messenger who was sent to aid you in your quest. 
These are the messages that my lady sends to you. To Aldrian, Sage of Kendil: Do not put all your faith 
in your past achievements and the knowledge that you hold. There is more to the world than perceived 
through your aged eyes. Live in the present, and, for your salvation, look to the future. 


“To Colum, now of the Mendicant Order of the Sun: Look beyond the material aspects of this 
world. The physical plane is beautiful and glorious, but it is only a small part of the greater whole. Put 
aside your secular knowledge and values, and comprehend the deeper ones that bind together this 
sphere. Learn to see with your heart, not with your eyes.” 


“And there are no messages for me? I am appalled!” Peter crossed his legs. His face settled 
into a pout. 


“Ah, she said you are a sad, proud, little boy, and my ladyship was right, of course. Actually, 
Peter, my very presence here is a message to you. A message that you are still loved and cared for by 
those who love you, and who guard your interests in this world. I was sent to rescue you from a great 
evil that you have thrown yourself into. I am here to save you from yourself, as it were. 


“And yes, I do have a message for you. My ladyship said: 


‘ Tell Prince Peter to always remember his place in the world. The duty of a great king is to serve, not 
to be served. Do not attempt to ‘make history’, but to find your role in it and play it out the best that 
you can, like a good actor in a Mystery Play. Such an actor knows his part and his lines and he executes 
them to the best of his ability. He does not strut around and adlib, speaking his own mind like an addle- 
brained peacock that preens for the audience. Rather, he does what he was meant to do and he plays out 
his part on the world’s stage. Peter, be who you are, and be pleased with it. Do not try to be otherwise. 
Such falseness will betray you.’” 


“Pretty words, Dear Herald. I see your accursed mistress sent you here to steal the boy from 
me. I should have suspected your presence the moment I heard that infernal noise in these woods.” 

Peter turned to see the deceiver not more than fifteen feet behind him. Any feeling of security 
that he felt before now suddenly vanished. 


“Do not be afraid, Prince Peter. As long as I remain with you, he can not approach us. His 
powers are useless against me. “Infernal noise?’ That is a strange selection of words to spew forth from 
your twisted lips. Go, now! You have no power here.” 


“Yes, I shall depart. I see two other attainable victims coming toward me.” The deceiver 
turned his back on them and he headed south through the trees, in the direction of Aldrian and Colum. 


“Grandfather! Colum! Beware! He is coming for you.” Peter started forwards towards them. 
Then he felt a strong grip on his shoulders. 


“Peter! Wait! Don’t go running after them. He will catch you if you leave my presence.” 


“T don’t care! I must save my grandfather and Colum.” He struggled to break free of the 
bard’s grip. 


The deceiver advanced upon the unsuspecting pair. They were not aware of his presence in 
the thick woods as he boldly approached them. He sprang before them, making eye contact with Colum 
first. 


“Peer deeply into my eyes, Colum of Alavier. Behold the past transgressions of your short 
life. Remember how you have failed both your Church and your king. Your desire for secular 
knowledge has poisoned your soul and tainted your quest for purity. Don’t you realize how many 
people you could have helped by now? Instead, you have wasted valuable time on this useless journey! 


Colum felt a flood of guilt and shame wash over him. Every mistake, every forgotten venial 
offense that he had committed against another came back to him then. It was as if his entire life had 
suddenly flashed before his eyes. He fell to the ground, weeping. He could not break contact with these 
emotions, His remorse and depression utterly crushed him. 


The deceiver, pleased with his victory over the young man, now prepared to focus his 
attention to the elder. As he turned his head in the sage’s direction, he was greeted with a sharp pain 
across the back of his neck. Aldrian stood before him, still gripping Colum’s walking staff. He took 
great care not to look in his opponent’s eyes. 


“Retreat back into the darkness that spawned you. Your power is broken here.” 


“T think not, old man. Perhaps you would like to see the place prepared for you, a practitioner 
of the black arts. Oh, I know. You will deny it. But you cannot lie to me. You sages are all alike. You 
dabble in alchemy and you study the physical laws of the universe, calling it science instead of magic. 
You invoke the Black Arts and call them White, bewitching your audiences with your double talk and 
your twisted logic. But you don’t fool us. We who serve the darkness and the shadows know who you 
are and we perceive your true intentions.” 


“No!” Aldrian shouted back. “We do not practice such crafts, nor do we invoke or manipulate 
the powers of darkness and hate. We only seek knowledge and healing for the good of others.” 

“Yet, such knowledge is not your domain. The gift of healing is not yours to give. In your 
pride and your ambition, you sages usurp the role of your Maker, seeking the power over creation that 
is not rightfully yours.” 


During this debate, the deceiver had skillfully dodged both of Aldrian’s attempts to strike him 
with the wooden staff. Now he had laid his hands upon it, and they wrestled for control of it. 


“A fine one you are to preach about power. The way to the darkness was paved by such 
transgressions against natural law as committed by you and your master.” Aldrian pushed the deceiver 
back, but his muscles were no match for the one who wore the body of ‘Lord Druce’. He could not pry 
the staff from his foe’s grip. Distracted by their struggle, neither opponent noticed what had come forth 
from the woods. During the confrontation, the three had stumbled out of the treeline and all were in 
direct sight of Tynam and his shadow. Colum sat on the ground, still stunned by his revelations. His 
back rested against a tree stump. Aldrian and the deceiver rolled on the ground, their clothes stained by 
mud and melting snow. 


The shadow beneath Tynam’s feet sensed a great power slowly emerging from the woods. Its 
coming was certain and unstoppable. “Fool!” It cried into the mind of the deceiver. “You are not to kill 


the boy or the old man. You are meddling with our master’s plan. Their destruction ensures our own 
punishment at his hands.” 


“What do I care for his plan? I have my own and it will make me very powerful. Come now 
and assist me, and you will be well rewarded.” ‘Lord Druce’ silently replied. 


As the small outline of a figure slowly advanced to the edge of the wood line, the scared 
shadow broke away from Tynam’s feet. It stretched across the melting snow in the form of a thin black 
line moving to the southeast. Tynam awoke as if from a trance. The memory of the past few days were 
hazy and confused, like a garbled dream. The last thing he could recall was Lord Cian’s instructions to 
kill the prince’s company, and the steward’s departure from Gray Rock Falls. He vaguely remembered 
that he subdued the other guard and tied him up. He had left behind nothing but a little food and a jug 
of water to ensure the soldier’s safe passage back to Caran Sarn. Then a dark shadow from the guard’s 
body attached itself to Tynam’s feet and he blacked out. During a few periods of semi-consciousness, 
Tynam seemed to remember certain events: an old guard arguing with him by a bridge; an old woman 
talking to him in a harvested field; the shadow forcing him to burn her hand with a torch; and the 
delivery of a false message to King Kyras about a future wedding at Caran Sarn. 


But now his mind was clear, even though the back of his neck throbbed in pain. He saw Peter 
emerge from the woods alone. To his right, Colum was propped up against a tree, too helpless to act. 
And Lord Aldrian, the sage, was losing a battle against someone less than thirty feet away. Tynam 
raised his bow and reached into his quiver for his special arrows. 


The messenger could not restrain Peter from pursuit without violating the boy’s power of free 
will. So he released the prince, but followed closely behind him, silent and, to all eyes, invisible. Peter 
burst from the trees. His sudden appearance distracted the deceiver, who had finally pulled the staff 
from Aldrian’s hands. He flung the wooden cudgel away. 


The deceiver now turned his full attention toward the young prince. He drew a black dagger 
from his belt and he prepared to advance upon the boy. A single noise broke the silence. The deceiver 
looked down to discover the shaft of an arrow in place of the dagger that he had clutched a moment 
ago. Cursing more in anger than in pain, he charged at Tynam. The deceiver mistakenly thought that the 
shadow still retained control of the soldier’s body. To frighten the shadow into obedience, the enraged 
deceiver revealed his true face to Tynam, while he rebuked him in some dark dialect. 


At a mere distance of some twenty paces, Tynam now perceived a horrid monster growling 
incoherently as it charged down upon him and his Prince. Instead of panicking, the bow man fired two 
arrows into the creature’s chest, hoping that these special shafts would affect the beast. After all, the 
Bishop of Kendil blessed them with his holy water. 


The creature that had copied Lord Druce’s form collapsed into the snow. Now that its mortal 
body was dying, the entity had nothing to anchor it to this existence. Its power was quite useless and 
rapidly passing away. 

“You may rejoice in this victory, little Prince. But I have had the last laugh. For you will 
never know what I have done to your king.” Having spoken thus, the thing coughed up some blood and 
died, leaving the prince to ponder his words. 


“Do you think that he was bluffing, Grandfather? Perhaps it was a final deceit to cheat us 
from our victory.” 


“T can’t answer that, Peter. It is in the very nature of these deceivers to lie. And even that I 
cannot say with full certainty. This is the first such creature that I have ever encountered.” 


“We know for certain that the king is alive. His ring still faintly glows. Our problem is that 
we don’t where he is, or what the deceiver has done to him,’’ Colum remarked. 


“And what about this messenger you encountered in those woods? Tynam and I have 
searched the area thoroughly now, and we can find no trace of him. We only found your footprints and 
those of ‘Lord Druce’ by that tree stump. Of course, we trampled through the area enough to destroy 
any other vestige of his passage. What did you say his name was?” 


“Tiege, the bard.” 


“There was a bard who appeared the day of your christening. He suggested the name Peter 
for you. He gave the following reasons for that nomenclature. He predicted that you would be as 
stubborn as a rock to move or convince of anything, but you would also be as firm as any foundation 
upon which to build a royal family or a dynasty. He spoke eloquently, with exceptional grace and 
manners for one so young. He reminded me that day of another minstrel, who had come to my wedding 
some fifty years earlier. His face was strikingly similar to that of the bard, and he could have been the 
other’s twin. The young singer said that his name was Arwydd Cennard, which means ‘herald or 
messenger’ in Old Kendilean. He predicted that I would live to see one like a son lost to me, but 
returned in death, whatever that means. I would also have a grandson, who would see Lord Serie’s 
legacy restored, and who would be the standard bearer of a great king. Can you imagine that?” 


“Perhaps Peter dreamed about this ‘bard’ while he was lost in those woods. He has quite an 
imagination, after all,” Colum remarked. They both laughed derisively at the young prince. 


Peter seemed to ignore their ridicule. He was listening silently, almost intently. In the 
distance, he heard a soft melody like the one in his vision. The others did not seem to notice it. After 
awhile, he spoke in a calm, reflective tone: 


“The messenger said he could not help you in your battle. His presence could only grant you 
strength and courage, and help to ward off evil if you had called upon him. But he claimed to be only a 
herald for a greater power, who herself is but a humble servant of the High King. Her name is 
Lauradonna, the guardian of that which you seek.” 


At the mention of that name, the other two became silent. Aldrian had never revealed that 
secret name to his grandson. And not another word was spoken about the bard after that night. 


Aldrian led the company back to the watchtower. Everyone was worn out from the ordeal 
with the deceiver. The first rays of the new day were appearing in the East. In the security of the tower, 
they spread their bedrolls over the dusty floor and prepared a light meal. It was decided that they would 
take a few hours rest before continuing their journey. Everyone laid down but Tynam, who declared 
that he would take the only watch while the others slept. Soon the three companions were peacefully 
asleep. Tynam dozed off two hours later. 


A loud growling nearby awakened Peter. He sat up suddenly, then sank back into his bedroll 
after discovering the cause of his alarm. Tynam, still leaning on his spear for support, was snoring 
loudly. Peter smiled, then looked up at the ruined ceiling. Through the holes in the partially collapsed 
roof, he saw the first stars twinkling in the evening sky. They had all overslept due to their exhaustion 
and the excitement of the previous night. 


Peter glanced around the circular stone room. Colum’s bedroll was empty. Quietly he tiptoed 
over to the nearest window. Through the square opening, which faced north, he saw a gray robed, 
familiar figure leading their horses to a swift flowing stream. 


Good, old dependable Colum. He alone had remembered to look after the horses’ welfare. 
That was always how it seemed to be. He was the quiet one, the practical servant, who attended to the 
every day, common needs of the company. Peter’s grandfather was the dreamer, the planner, and the 
visionary who rationalized their every move and overall goals, while Colum and his common sense 
took care of the tiny and necessary details. Peter wished to talk with Colum, to share his latest dream 
with him. Peter knew that 


His grandfather would ridicule the dream, since he still thought of Tiege as a figment of the prince’s 
imagination. But Colum was more open to new ideas and more spiritual in nature. He could talk and 
relate to Colum in a way that he could not with his grandfather. 


The bard, Tiege, had appeared to him in this morning’s dream. He had told Peter that the 
company should not enter Dark Heart Hollow, especially at night. It was an evil, dangerous town that 
should be avoided even in broad daylight. Only doom would await them if they entered that place. And 
a horrible fate would strike down Aldrian soon after, if they chose to linger in that evil abode. 


Peter, with utmost care, tiptoed silently past the dozing Tynam. He would taunt the sleeping 
guard later for his dereliction of duty, if he could sneak past him now. At least the morning snow had all 
but melted in the heat of the afternoon sun. In fact, a warm, nocturnal breeze brushed across his face as 
he climbed down the outer staircase of the turret. 


Chapter Six: Celestial Interlude 


The young apprentice was reposing on the soft grass, his gaze directed up toward the night 
sky, as the boy approached him. 


“What are you staring at?” the prince asked. 


“I’m counting the stars in the heavens. Did you know that some can remember when there 
were more stars than the ones we see now?” 


“How is that possible, Colum? The stars are eternal; they neither fade or fail in the 
firmament.” 


“That is not so, my Prince. After a time, certain stars can fail, and even fall to earth, shorn of 
their luster and their beauty. I remember the story of one such star, whose fairness and pride even 
exceeded your own, if that is possible.” 


The boy’s cheeks turned red, first from the insult, and then from the humiliation when he 
recognized the truth in Colum’s voice. But he remained silent. 


“Luxfair was his name. It means Light bearer in the most ancient of our languages. He was 
the first one made by the Creator and, for that reason, possibly the proudest. Luxfair wanted to be 
exactly like his Creator but he could not, for he did not possess the sheer power or the imagination that 
belonged solely to his Maker. Nor did he realize how well loved he was by his Maker, or how many 
wonderful gifts his Creator had bestowed upon him. So, in an act of love, or perhaps in envy, he made a 
glass that would mirror the beauty and the glory of his Maker’s universe. And this mirror, or lens, 
which he created, did, in fact, reflect the majesty and the magnitude of his universe. But, unbeknownst 


to Luxfair, he had poured all of his pride and his other negative emotions into this device. The mirror 
had become a sentient, frustrated entity. For it could only reflect the beauty of creation. It could not 
share in the universe’s glory or in its governing, which was the inheritance of Luxfair and his people. 


“So, the mirror preyed upon its creator, filling the mind of Luxfair with illusions of power 
and of self- love, and causing him to forget that he was just another part of the pattern of creation, not 
its originator. The mirror’s deceit was so successful that, not only was Luxfair deluded by images of 
self-importance and vain glory, but those who served under him were also seduced by reflections of 
pride and power. Luxfair led his followers in a rebellion that shook the foundations of the firmament, 
itself. Soon, Luxfair stood before the throne of his Creator. Here all of his illusions of self-importance 
and vainglory were stripped away. He saw but a small part of the grandeur and the glory of his Maker, 
and he realized how insignificant and powerless he truly was in comparison to the majesty of the 
heavens. Humiliated by this revelation, and shamed by his self-delusions, he fell from his celestial 
home. He was transformed into a dark shooting star, now and forever consumed by pride and self- 
loathing. His followers, in like fashion, blazed a black scythe across the sky, emptying a third of the 
firmament with their downfall.” 


“And what happened to the lens?” interrupted the Prince, until now spellbound by the 
monologue. 


“Presumably, it could not stand before the Creator, especially after its deceits and delusions 
were revealed at the Throne of Truth. It fled from his Presence, leaving behind a wake of destruction. 
Pride always does. If you would like to catch a glimpse of it, then cast your gaze here. 


Instead of pointing towards the sky as Peter would have guessed, the mendicant gestured for 
him to look in the stream below. Humiliated, the prince turned away after seeing his own reflection in 
the calm waters. Looking away from the boy, and gazing back into the sky, Aldrian’s apprentice 
concluded: 


“Now you know why I feel so lonely when I look up into the night sky. I imagine the glory of 
heaven, and how much more beautiful it once was.” 


Chapter Seven: The Nightlife of Dank Heart Hollow 


Peter and Colum sat in silence for awhile. Then Peter related to him the visions that he had 
seen in the woods and the latest dream he had experienced in the turret. Colum did not interrupt his 
young charge. Instead, he listened patiently, not wishing to distract or confuse the boy with questions 
that would disrupt his remembrance of the dream. Then he encouraged the prince to recount again, in 
detail, everything he had told him the first time. So the two of them talked about each and every aspect 
of the three visions, and of the possible interpretations of each one far into the night. They were just 
concluding their dialogue when another person came into their presence. 


“There you two are. I suspected that you had sneaked off to plot some conspiracy behind my 
back. Perhaps I should check for knives in the back of my cloak more often.” 


“Grandfather! Colum and I were talking about my dreams and my future. We started to 
discuss our coming destination.” 


“Oh. You should both trust me to decide that. And about these dreams of yours. Forget them! 
They have no true significance. They are just the products of your wild imagination. 


“Now I am of a divided mind as what to do next. Normally, I would have the prince escorted 
back to Castle Rhisart and have him stay there for the duration of the quest. But I am not sure how safe 
the castle is now, especially with deceivers and other strange creatures lurking about. And it is a fair 
distance to ride back there. Who knows what waits in ambush for him now? There is safety in numbers. 
Obviously, the four of us must return to Castle Rhisart or to Caran Sarn together. But first I wish to pay 
a visit to Dank Heart Hollow. It is barely a day’s journey from the tower. If we leave after sunrise, we 
should be within the town gates by nightfall.” 


“But Grandfather! We cannot go there. I was forewarned in a dream.” 


“Bah! Forget these dreams. They are nonsensical, the fears of cowards and slackers. Show 
some courage, Peter, and these false visions will dissipate like shadows before the noonday sun, or 
snow on a warm, spring day.” 


“But why do you wish to go to Dank Heart Hollow?” Colum asked. 


In reply, Aldrian pulled out the ring of King Harold from its pouch. He related again how he 
had acquired the ring. While Colum and Peter were preoccupied with the Mystery Play and the 
merchant booths, Aldrian was making the rounds of various inns and taverns, gathering news and bits 
of gossip. The sight of a few gold or silver coins worked wonders, loosening many silent tongues and 
restoring memories to perceptive but forgetful minds. Such talk soon led him to a traveling merchant, 
whose penchant was collecting ornate jewelry. One such ring he had purchased from some unsavory 
fellows who frequented the common room of a certain inn, ‘The Crystal Drake’, in Dank Heart Hollow. 
Aldrian recognized the ring at once, and he was determined to learn more. But he knew that the only 
key to that knowledge lay in that the drinking hall of that inn to the north. He felt that was essential to 
travel there in the briefest time, since these fellows may depart from that port town soon. It was quite 
possible that they had already left for Englewood or some other destination by now, and that their trail 
was growing colder by the hour. 


“The sage sounds driven by his passions; consumed by fear and paranoia, just like the 
deceiver was,” Colum whispered to the Prince. 


“All the more reason we need to go with him, to keep him sane and to guard his back,” the 
prince softly replied. 


No amount of arguing would change the sage’s mind, so others made no effort to do so. As 
determined as ever, Aldrian led the way. An hour before daybreak, the clouds returned to obscure the 
stars once more. A cold wind from the east began to blow as they rode north from the old watchtower. 
They guessed that they had left about sunrise, but the thick cloud cover all but blotted out the rising 
light from the east. 


That is a bad sign, Colum thought to himself as they passed through the gray morning. It did 
not rain that day, but the cold, ashen clouds hung above them like a sword, poised to fall at the worst 
possible moment. 


As they rode through the countryside, they passed many, small, dreary homesteads. The 
condition of these tiny, impoverished farms contrasted sharply with the larger manor houses they had 


seen earlier in the Evergreen Vale. The few servants, who worked their half- acre fields, seemed to have 
about them a dark, depressing nature, as if they reflected a ruined state of existence into the appearance 
of their farms. 


Or was it the other way around? Were the farmers dark and depressed because of the influence of their 
environment? Perhaps this is all in my mind, some last trick of the deceiver, Colum thought. 


The countryside had a wild, unordered state onto itself. Some of the trees that they rode past 
had a twisted, unhealthy look, as if the very laws of nature had been rewritten to accommodate this 
particular section of creation. Certain patches of vegetation grew to unmeasured heights, strangling and 
subduing the flora beneath them. All shades of colors dominated the landscape: robust blood red, 
ghastly verdant green, puce yellow, dark black brown, and patches of shadow black. And out from the 
edge of the trees watched many pairs of light yellow, slit eyes. In those pupils, one could sense residing 
a buried emotion. Not just hate or hunger, but something deeper like a feeling of fear. And there was a 
feeling of expectancy, as when a vulture watches a prey, or when a hyena stalks a larger victim. And the 
wind blew through the trees, whispering a single phrase: not yet, my pet! Not yet! 


At the end of the day, as the sage had predicted, the company had arrived at the gates of the 
town. One lay twisted and broken in the center of the road. The other hung loosely on its hinges. Above 
the gatepost was an inscription: “Abandon all...” The rest of this slogan was missing. 


Colum glanced over to Tynam, as if to say ‘I have a bad feeling concerning this situation’. 
Tynam shrugged his shoulders. ‘What are we supposed to do?’ his body language replied. 


Before anyone could react, a gatekeeper appeared. 


“Welcome to our humble village. Do not be so hesitant to enter. There is nothing to fear in 
this place. The greater danger, which you should fear, lurks outside in the darkness. It dwells in the 
hearts of the creatures that destroyed these gates. Come inside, where you will be protected by our 
citizens, who have no fear of the night.” 


Probably because they are already part of it, Colum finished to himself. 


Tynam had been quiet and withdrawn since he killed that creature at the tower, Peter 
suddenly realized. I wonder if he feels guilt or shame because it walked in human form, like a man. Or 
is there a deeper reason for his silence? But it seemed that he would never know, for he could get no 
answer from the lips of the tall, young soldier. 


While Peter meditated on the reasons for Tynam’s silence, Aldrian had been trying to solicit 
information from the gatekeeper. 

“Go three doors down on your right on the last street. It is called ‘Fortune’s Ruin’. I don’t 
know the particular reason why it was named such a street. Presumably, because a promising young 
man, Luiso of Fortune, lost both his inheritance and his life at a gambling table one night. That name, 
thereafter, stuck to the street. Go to that inn, which seems to have no permanent name as yet (it is 
always called different names by different kinds of folk) and ask for the innkeeper, Thaddeus 
Thinshanks. He will set you right. Tell him that old Patros, the gatekeeper, sent you. Then he will give 
you special treatment, if you know what I mean.” 


“Thank you very much. We are much obliged,” Aldrian gladly replied. Of all people, the sage 
seemed the one least bothered by the somber darkness that emanated from the village. 


Most of the buildings in this village were one-story, clay and wattle structures. Each one 
seemed to glow with a dark light. The candles in single rooms and on the window ledges did not 


illuminate the individual houses. If anything, it seemed as if the candles tended to obscure the contents 
of the lonely homes, in order to mask the presence of and conceal the true nature of the individual 
inhabitants, protecting them with the shadows that they cast. Peter would have felt more secure if there 
were no candles in the houses they passed by. He wondered if such dwellings were as dark and as dingy 
in the daylight. Were the interiors of all the houses painted in dark shades of gray and black? 


They passed few people on the street. The ones that they did see, they avoided, averting their 
gaze before eye contact could be made. These folk dressed in dark and ragged shades, as if there was 
no color in their clothing or in their lives. For one brief, mad moment, Colum imagined that the shades 
of the dead had been released from the afterlife, and made to walk upon the streets of this town for a 
short eternity. Perhaps they only took this form at night, and their true, more horrid nature was revealed 
in brightest day. Colum shuddered at this thought. Then he regained his composure. After all, these are 
only mortals like us. The darkness was feeding on his mind, playing tricks on his imagination. Colum 
began to relax as they approached the fully lit inn. Then a stranger growled at the mendicant, and he 
almost jumped out of his skin. 


“Why are you so nervous? This is a friendly little town. The people seem nice enough, if only 
a bit quiet and withdrawn. Calm down, man.” 


“Are you daft, old man? You are no sage, just some deluded fool who keeps leading your 
friends into ambush after ambush, neatly guiding us from one deathtrap into another. We are not all as 
gullible and stupid as we seem. No wonder your quests always fail. You are lucky if you start out with a 
hundred men and return with one.” 


“How dare you, you young upstart! You would be nothing without me. I should cut you loose 
in the wilderness alone.” 


“Ts that how King Harold died? You led him into an ambush? Then you split the loot with 
your highwayman? Now I know how you obtained that ring. How many of the king’s men suffered and 
died at the hands of your conspirators?” 


“Hold it! Hold it, both of you! Desist in your bickering! People are watching us! This is 
embarrassing!” Peter shouted as he put himself between his grandfather and the mendicant. He 
motioned for Tynam to help him move the two combatants inside. 


“Tynam! Help me get them inside the inn. I fear that the dark, oppressive air is affecting their 
minds.” 


Tynam suddenly moved forward, as if awakening from a deep trance. Together they were 
able to herd the others into the building. Once he was inside the well-illuminated structure, Aldrian 
began to regain his composure. Putting on an air of dignity and totally ignoring his companions, 
Aldrian strode toward the one he assumed to be the owner of the establishment. The others remained 
several paces behind the arrogant sage. If Aldrian was making a mistake, the rest of his company did 
not wish to share in his fate or in his embarrassment. Unfortunately, they could not overhear the 
conversation. 


Everyone was gathered now in a small, but well-lit room. In its center was a small table that 
served as a desk. The registration booklet consisted of an unbound, collected pile of yellowed 
parchments. Beside it were a quill pen and a pot of ink. Another door, across from the entry portal, led 
directly into a larger, dark room filled with chairs, wooden benches, and tables. There was a great 
fireplace in the center of the back wall. Competing smells issued forth from this chamber. Some were 
good, but most were not. The man who spoke with Aldrian gestured at the company, indicating that 
they should enter the chamber. The inn keeper was tall and thin, and he appeared to be in excellent 
health, although there was a sinister look about him. His dark eyes had a hungry look and his grin was 


menacing. There was a mocking expression in his quick laughter. 


The three chose one long table for themselves. Aldrian entered the great room a few minutes 
later. He and the tall inn keeper strolled over to a smaller table near the fireplace, where another man 
was already seated. The three talked for awhile. Then the innkeeper left Aldrian’s company to attend 
the needs of his other clients. Aldrian seemed preoccupied with his new companion. He slipped the 
stranger a few coins and received a small packet in return. 


Peter was watching the transaction very closely. He took careful note of the stranger’s 
appearance. The man had a ruddy, dark complexion. His hair was dirty and unkempt. It was impossible 
to determine the true color of his hair due to its filthy condition, although Peter guessed it to be a dark 
brown. His face was soiled as well, and his shirt and breeches were torn, ragged and unwashed. 


Colum, on the other hand, was acting aloof and dispassionate towards his surroundings. He 
did not seem to be aware of the long shadows in the common room that concealed many a possible 
scoundrel. Many eyes were watching the three new strangers who were seated alone. Activities at these 
other tables included drinking contests, gambling with wooden dice, and arm wrestling competitions. 
Laughter and rough language filled the loud drinking chamber. Any normal level of conversation was 
drown out in the festive din. 


Only Tynam, the soldier trained to be alert and constantly aware of danger in his 
surroundings, seemed sensitive to the potential threats lurking in this environment. He knew that the 
darkness concealed many daggers and long cloaks hid sundry varieties of short swords or clubs. He 
read the many faces in this room, and he perceived different states of emotion: anger, greed, jealousy, 
envy and pride. All of these were measured in varying degrees of motivation, each one just waiting for 
an opportunity for self-expression. He tensed himself inside, expecting an attack at any moment. He 
was So sensitive to the uneasy tension and hostility in this room, that he almost knocked the silver 
pitcher from the serving wench’s hand when she appeared beside him. Later he regretted the near 
accident. 


She recovered from her start, then hastened to fill the three cups. When asked by Tynam as to 
who ordered the mead, she replied that the innkeeper had. It was gesture of welcome that he made to all 
new guests. Colum quickly drained his cup with a dispassionate air, then requested a second draught. 
He told her the old man at the smaller table by the fire would cover all of the expenses here, including a 
generous tip. Colum downed the second cup as quickly as the first. He seemed determined to become 
intoxicated tonight. 


After she had departed out of earshot range, Tynam tried to warn his companions of their 
peril. Peter was only concerned about the company that his grandfather was keeping. And Colum 
seemed not concerned about anything in particular. Peter absently sipped his drink, while Colum 
waited, half in a daze, for another round. Tynam watched the crowd with a growing intensity. He 
pretended to drink from his cup while he secretly emptied its contents on the dirty floor. 


The light from the fireplace cast many shadows across the room. The candles on the various 
tables did little to dispel the darkness. In fact, the flickering nature of their illumination filled the 
chamber with a sinister light. One could barely estimate the size of the room or its contents. On the far 
northeast side of the room, a long staircase, which led up to the sleeping rooms, was hardly visible in 
the dismal light. A doorway on the eastern wall led to the kitchen area. 


Aldrian soon rejoined the others, much to Peter’s relief. The old man seemed almost jubilant. 
Colum asked, in a sarcastic voice, to whom was he now betraying the company. Aldrian ignored the 
jibe, so intent was he on delivering his news. It seemed that he had come upon some items that had 
once belonged to the king’s company. The royal party had been ambushed on Anvil Way, a road that 


ran through the very heart of Scaladee country. The sage’s new acquaintance claimed that he had found 
these items two miles south of the Scaladea Pass, a hidden trail which led to the Grand Caves of the 
Scaladean Overlord. 


Aldrian emptied out the contents of the packet he had purchased. Across the table lay the 
badge of King Harold, a short dagger scabbard bearing the insignia of the king (a red tree underneath a 
white crown with silver stars), and several weather stained scrolls with the wax seal of the house of 
Kendil. The scrolls were written in two languages. One was Kendilean. The other was apparently 
Scaladean. But their meaning was lost to the present company for they could not interpret the half- 
ruined scripts. 


“How did your friend come across these things so conveniently? Did he scavenge the bodies? How do 
you know that they are authentic?” Colum drawled, now finding coherent speech a bit of a struggle. 


“Well, my drunken friend, it appears that he stumbled across these items quite by accident. He had been 
shipwrecked on the Eastern Coast of Cyfrwys Minor and he was searching for a way safely through the 
great forest of Belegtaur, the dreaded, enchanted woods. He had traveled north to avoid the roaming 
Scaladee raiding parties and he came across the site of a great carnage. Mixed together were the bodies 
of Scaladee warriors and soldiers from Kendil. He found on the person of the courier of Kendil the 
fragments of those water stained parchments. In the grass by the wayside, he retrieved the scabbard of 
the king’s knife and the remains of a black belt. Nearby lay the ripped fabric of the left shoulder of 
King Harold’s tunic with his badge. But the body of the king was not in sight. The Scaladee scavengers 
were marching down the trail. So he quickly grabbed the closest items within his reach and he prepared 
to flee the area. As he was leaving the trail, he noticed a faint glow in the undergrowth. While 
investigating the fading glimmer, he stumbled upon a dead soldier some two hundred feet from the 
road. In his outstretched left palm was King Harold’s ring. I can only guess that the soldier’s final duty 
was to bring the ring back to Caran Sarn to reassure the prince that the king was still alive. Perhaps he 
intended to guide a rescue party back into Scaladea to retrieve the king and any other hostages.” 


“But we have received no ransom note from the Scaladee. How do we know that they arranged this 
ambush? Why did they not recover the bodies of their slain? A third party must have been involved. 
But who? Who would have the most to gain from our kingdom's destruction?” Peter spoke out in an 
exasperated tone of voice. 


“Surely not Lord Cian! He may want power, and he may have disagreed with King Harold’s policies, 
but he would never stoop to regicide, especially the killing of his own brother!” Tynam exclaimed, 
quite distressed by the very thought. 


“I’m not sure who could have contrived this atrocity. What do you think, Colum?” Aldrian turned to his 
outspoken disciple. Everyone turned to gaze upon the sage’s apprentice. He had slumped back in his 
chair. His head leaned to one side and his eyes were shut. 


“He is exhausted from this journey. We all are. I suggest that we get some rooms for the night, if this 
inn has any accommodations. Tomorrow we need to return to Kendil and gather forces for a rescue 
party.” 

Thus finishing his speech, Aldrian yawned and stretched, then leaned back in his chair. He fell into a 
deep sleep, almost immediately. 


Tynam and Peter looked at each other. Peter shook his head, yawned, and struggled to keep his eyes 
open. But it was to no avail. He began to fall asleep. Tynam watched in nervous anticipation as several 
figures appeared from the shadows on the staircase. Most were armed with short clubs and bailing pins. 
Then Tynam noticed that, as he tightly gripped the table, his left hand was bleeding. The figure nearest 
him spoke up: 


“The outside of your cup was coated with contact poison. We figured that a sentry like you would not 
drink if he were suspicious.” 


Tynam’s head spun around as he began to feel the effects of the poison race through his system. He 
tried to rise from the table to defend himself, but his legs refused to cooperate. He sat there helplessly 
as a barrage of blows from fists and clubs rained down on him. Soon Tynam slipped into the 
enveloping darkness. 


The dirty man with the ruddy complexion sat on a tall stool in the kitchen. He was chewing on a turkey 
leg. His two companions were sharpening their knives. 


“What are you giggling about, Redric?” the dirty faced, thinner man inquired. 


“T’m thinking about that old fool, who called himself a sage. He really swallowed that tale about the 
ring. He actually believed that it was found on that Kendilean soldier.” 


“ How did you find it?” the one called Malcolm asked. 


“T was part of the army that creature brought down from Englewood. After we ambushed the king’s 
little gathering in the clearing, we stripped the bodies. The creature didn’t want anyone to be able to 
identify the remains. That was when I picked up the king’s ring, his badge and other personal items. 
That little piece of jewelry brought me quite a number of shiny coins. A collector like that merchant 
pays well. Then I got more coins from curious old fools like those who came looking for their missing 
relatives tonight.” 


“So, what happened to the king?” Malcolm asked. 


“T don’t rightly know. After we stripped his body, that creature took charge of him. He motioned us 
away while he poured some kind of potion over the king’s face. Then he took the body away with him. 
I don’t rightly know if he was dead or alive. 


“The rest of us were given orders to find the survivors, bind them up, and throw them in the wagons. I 
probably don’t have to tell you where the wagons were headed.” 


“I'd reckon that they were going to the slave markets. The markets on Auction Alley in Avarice, the 
chief trading port of Englewood, pay good money for healthy slaves. That is where we found old 
Hakom. He is out in the hall cleaning up the mess right now. Here he comes,” interjected Jareh, the 
second companion. 


Jareh, the fattest of the trio, moved out of the doorway as Hakom approached. Hakom was six feet, two 
inches. His huge girth nearly filled the kitchen entrance. His large build was often compared to that of a 
bear. A twin set of parallel scars ran across his face from the forehead to the base of the right ear. 
Those few brave souls with inquisitive minds always asked him as to how he acquired such 
deformities. But he usually growled like a bear and put an end to those inquiries. He did not seem to 
wish anyone to know about his past. He certainly did not confide in anyone within this room. 


“Did I hear my name mentioned?” he spoke out in a low, threatening tone. 
“Oh, no. Not at all.” Jareh replied, looking aside and feeling ill at ease. 


“And what if we did, you old sloth? After all, you owe us your life. Jareh and I found you wandering 
the streets. You appeared to be half-dead and homeless. You were without a coin to your name and no 
thoughts in your head. If not for us, you probably would have bled to death. We bound up your wounds 
and gave you steady employment.” Malcolm spoke out as if to challenge the slower towering over 
them. 


“That’s right, we did. If not for us, you might be on an auction block right now, or worse. Perhaps you 
would have been caught like King Harold did. I hear that he is the captive of some creature called a 
Deceiver. He got himself locked up in some dark dungeon in Englewood, a hostage of King Galan. 
Maybe he is being tortured right now in the labor camps of the Dark Lands across the sea, helpless and 
alone.” Jareh concluded, crossing his arms and stepping forward as if to say “I am really not afraid of 
you, Big Man. 


Hakom merely grunted, and easily pushed past Jareh, who nearly fell over. Then he placed the cup- 
laden tray on the kitchen table. 


“Deceiver, you say? Now there is as scary a creature as I ever want to meet. It’s said that he can look 
into a man’s mind and tell him all of his past transgressions. He can stare down the most willful, 
stubborn of men and bend him to his purpose. Supposedly, with his potions and mind magic, he can 
even change the size and shape of any living thing. Why, if we had his potions and his bag of tricks, we 
could take someone like old Hakom there, and we could make everyone in Kendil believe that he is the 
missing king,” Redric said with an air of exuberance. 


“That’s impossible!” Malcolm replied. “The king was much thinner than our good manservant, Hakom, 
and he was, at least, one half a foot shorter. His face was unblemished and his hair a golden hue, not a 
dirty black. Oh, sorry, Hakom. No insult meant” 


“Insult taken!” Hakom banged his fist against the tray. Cups scattered across the table and onto the 
floor. 


“And then there is the difference in their breeding and temperament, and...” Malcolm said in a softer, 
indistinct tone: 


* .. Their intellect.” 


No one said anything for the next full minute. His face flushed with anger, Hakom left the room. 
Supposedly he was now outside their earshot. He sneaked back around the corner of the door, and he 
listened. 


“So, how much did you get for the old man and the boy?” the first voice inquired. 


“Not as much in coins as I had hoped. There were only a few silver pennies on their purses. Their 
belongings are in the cloakroom. The soldier and the young man brought a better price. Good slaves are 
worth their weight in gold. The captain’s men came for them within the last hour. They took the bodies 
to the cog. By noon tomorrow, those four will be in chains and bound for the auction houses of 
Englewood.” 


The tiny boat was making slow progress in the harbor. It seemed like an eternity had passed since 
Hakom had begun to row towards his destination. The large cog sat anchored before him, its mighty 
shadow all but obscuring the little craft that approached on its starboard side. The fog was slowly 
rolling in now, its presence helping to mask the coming of the tiny vessel. 


As soon as he had learned of the boy’s capture, the scarred man knew that he must act. Although he had 
a goal, Hakom had yet to formulate a plan for achieving it. It was wrong, he thought, for the slavers to 
be taking so young a boy and so elderly a guardian. The other two young men, the soldier and the 
gentle beggar, might be hardy enough to survive in the slavers’ hands. But the first two? No! The old 
man was too feeble for the mines of Englewood or Formen Nogoth in the far north. And he dared not to 
speculate on the fate of the little boy. He had seen too many beggars about the age of that boy in the 
villages of this region. Many were crippled from working in the copper mines. Some boys, at the age of 


fourteen or fifteen, were assigned to the oars of a large galley ship, confined to a lifetime of brutal work 
and darkness in the bowels of a cramped and overcrowded haul. 


“Ahoy, there,” cried an unseen sentry aboard the larger ship. “For what purpose do you come to this 
fine vessel, the Sea Hawk?” 


“TI come on business. I wish to talk to Captain Gruagach about the slaves that he took from the inn this 
very evening.” 


“The captain and his party took many slaves tonight. Again, I ask you, what business is it of yours?” 
“Hakom hesitated for a second, trying to think of a plausible reply. 


“T brought the belongings of four such fellows. It seems that Master Malcolm and his friends would 
have cheated your shipmates out of their rightful booty. But I can only speak about the details of that 
arrangement to the captain himself.” 


The voice was silent for a few minutes. Details indeed, Hakom mused to himself. I certainly won’t tell 
anyone that I left Malcolm and Jareh with two large bumps on their foreheads. Nor will I mention that I 
borrowed their boat to transport the strangers’ belongings and me. 


“That Malcolm always was a conniving swine. We shall deal with him on our next call to port. Throw 
up your ropes! We will lash your boat to ours now.” They dropped a rope ladder to Hakom after they 
had secured his little dinghy. He had to climb the ladder very carefully because of his large bulk and his 
inexperience in such an endeavor. Once he was on deck Hakom began to notice the current number of 
crewmen aboard. He thought he counted only ten or so. Most of the others must be in the village 
gathering up new “passengers”. Or perhaps more were down below, securing the “cargo”. 


Captain Gruagach climbed down from the top castle to meet him. 


“Hakom! What brings a lowly kitchen servant to my esteemed cog? Do you wish to book passage back 
to the northern lands? Perhaps you want to return back to the slave markets of Auction Alley, where 
Malcolm and Jareh found you?” he joked in a malicious manner. 


“No. Iam here to retrieve two of the captives you have recruited tonight, a young boy and his elderly 
guardian.” Hakom was resolute, almost threatening in his straight, forward manner. Usually it was the 
Captain who intimidated those standing before him with his presence. When that ploy failed, he would 
resort to his charming mannerisms and his guile. 


“How foolish are you? The old man will bring many large silver coins for his experience and his 
knowledge. He is a sage, and that is a commodity highly valued in any of the royal courts of Weyst 
Falia in the north. And the boy will also fetch a good price in Miranda. Many a noble, a count, or a 
duke would be willing to adopt a well-bred, charming, orphaned child as his own.” The captain held up 
a small bag of coins to emphasize his point. 


“T should easily earn thirty or more pieces of silver for the likes of them alone. Who knows how much 
the others are worth?” 


For the first, and possibly only, time in his life, Hakom had a brainstorm. With his balled right fist, he 
punched the captain’s paunch. His left hand grabbed the bag of coins. The stunned captain collapsed 
onto the deck, his right leg in a kneeling position. Hakom flung the bag of coins directly underneath the 
main mast. The contents of the bag spilled out, spreading evenly across the deck. 


“Free coins for the crew, compliments of the captain,” a deep voice rang out, breaking through the calm 
of the night. Men descended on the spots like ant swarming over a broken sack of sugar. Soon fighting 
and chaos swept over the frenzied crowd. Hakom delivered a second blow to the captain’s head, 
assuring that Gruagach would not interfere with his plans. Then the big man descended the ladder to 


the lower deck. 


The stench of the haul assailed Hakom’s senses immediately, nearly overwhelming him as he stepped 
off the last rung. Reeling from this assault, he then realized that he was enveloped in near darkness. 
After awhile, his eyes became adjusted to the gloom. He finally became aware of the boy and the 
others, who were unconscious and bound near the prow of the cargo hold. Suddenly he realized that 
they were not alone. 


Behind him, in the corner opposite those he came to rescue, several shadows stirred. Slowly, one by 
one, each sat up. Apparently, most of them had been lightly sleeping or were too depressed to do 
anything but lie there on the damp deck. 


“There is a hooded lantern near you, about three inches left of your right foot,” one of the shadows 
finally said. 


“Have you come to rescue us?” another voice asked. 


Hakom lifted the hood on the lantern, immediately illuminating the corner. He grasped the lantern in 
his right hand and raised it toward the hidden crowd. He saw six bound persons who were huddled in a 
corner. One of them was a dwarf. 


“Actually, I came to rescue some other, poor unfortunates. It seems that I found much more than I 
expected.” Hakom pulled his long knife from his sheath, and he motioned the nearest one to approach 
him. 

“Sorry, Mate. My legs are tied as well. You must come to us.” 


“Your friends in that corner are bound as well. But they seem to be worse off than the rest of us. The 
captain said that he gave them a powerful drug. It might last an entire day or longer,” a second voice 
volunteered. 


Hakom began to cut the cords binding their hands. Oh, bother, he thought. I don’t know how long this 
will take. The distraction I caused with the coins won’t last much longer. As if on cue, he heard: 


“Shiver me timbers! What’s happened? Someone stabbed the captain!” 
I didn’t do that! The bewildered Hakom thought. 


“Hey, Mates! The cargo hatchway is open. What’s going on down there?” The sailor poked his head 
down into the opening. 


There! He’s done it. I can’t sneak off the ship with them now, Hakom thought. He grabbed the 
surprised sailor by his shoulders and pulled him down, slamming the man against the cargo floor head- 
first. 


Luckily, Hakom had managed to cut the ropes on five of the six captives. He handed his knife to the 
dwarf, who was struggling to free his bound legs. 


“Now, Men, the die is cast. If you want your freedom, you must fight for it. Follow me. 
Dwarf, see if you can wake the others in that corner.” Hakom climbed up the ladder to the open deck. 
What he saw surprised him. 


Six men stood on the main deck. Behind them, lying in various positions underneath the main 
mast, were the bloody corpses of their three compatriots. The silver coins had stimulated the greed in 
their hearts. One sailor, in particular, was busy checking the pockets of the old captain’s jacket. He 
seemed to consider himself the best- suited choice for the position of new captain. 


Hakom hesitated for a brief moment. Then he sprang forward. The sailors were stunned to 


see this bear of a man charging down upon them. Hakom easily pushed the first two that he 
encountered overboard. Slowly the other sailors recovered from their shock, and they began advancing 
on the giant before them. 


As Hakom’s men followed their leader up from the hold, they grabbed whatever would serve 
them best as weapons. This included bailing pins, knotted rope, small fishing nets, and pulley and 
tackle gear. Although the sailors were better armed with cutlasses and knives, they could not match the 
pent up rage and fighting determination of the wild man and his recruits. Within a few minutes, the 
bloody siege was over. Hakom had pitched another sailor overboard. The other three had been beaten 
down by the concentrated attacks of the five former slaves. Pools of red liquid stained the slippery 
deck. The only survivor of the original crew was the sailor who had tried to pick his captain’s corpse. 
Hakom ordered that he be bound to the main mast rather than killed. The big man had seen more than 
enough violence for one day. 


“What do we do now? None of us can sail this ship. We need an experienced crew to return 
us to our home ports and villages,” one of Hakom’s new friends lamented. 


“Aye, you do. Luckily for you rascals, I see one coming now,” the sailor remarked with an air 
of defiance. He looked toward the pier. They all turned to face that direction. Many lanterns pierced 
through the fog- shrouded docks. It appeared that men were piling into the three long boats moored 
there. 


“Soon my friends will arrive here to see what a pretty mess you have made. A fine price you 
will pay for killing my crewmates.” 


“Then, perhaps you should join them. Consider yourself a welcoming committee to the living 
from the dead.” Hakom cut the ropes that bound the sailor to the mast. Then he flung him over the 
portside, head- first. 


“We need to escape. There is a small dinghy lashed to the starboard side of the cog. It will be 
a bit cramped, but we might be able to fit everyone aboard,” one of Hakom’s friends observed. 


Hakom suddenly remembered the others below deck. He ran toward the cargo hold. 


“We need a distraction,” Hakom’s friend continued. “A good wind is blowing tonight. See 
how those sails billow? If we can raise the anchor, we might be able to put some distance between the 
longboats and us. 


“Yes,” said another. “The slavers will chase after the cog. With any luck, all of the longboats will 
pursue her, and we can slip away in the dinghy undercover of the night and the fog.” Two of the former 
captives began to turn the wench that secured the anchor. The others started to descend the rope ladder 
to Malcolm’s boat. 


Hakom entered the cargo hold. He found that the Dwarf had freed himself and the four other prisoners. 
But he was not able to revive the comatose victims. 


“Tt is as I had feared. This is a very strong potion. Most likely, they will sleep for many hours. If you 
had hoped for them to swim ashore, you will have a long wait.” 


Suddenly the boat lurched forward. Hakom lost his footing, and he fell to the floor. He discovered that 
the bottom was filled with two inches of water. He stood up, still amazed by the leakage of the dark 
hull. As if he had read Hakom’s thoughts, the dwarf said: 


“These boats are badly designed. Water that washes onto the main deck will usually seep down into the 
cargo bay. Normally, someone has to work the pumps on this deck to keep the cargo salvageable 
Otherwise, a good crew of five or six men is continually bailing out this area. That is why cogs are 


seldom used to transport spoilable cargo. Just passengers, armies, and slaves are carried by these 
vessels.” 


“Get up topside. Tell them to wait. I have to bring the last four up to the main deck.” 


The dwarf hurried up the ladder. The last of the men was beginning to climb down the 
starboard side to the waiting dinghy. 


“Where is the big man? Tell him to hurry. There is barely enough room for one more in his 
dingy.” 


“He said that I should take his place. He is going to sabotage the cargo haul before he leaves. 
That way the cog will sink and be of no further use to the slavers. Then he is going to try to swim 
ashore.” 


“That’s crazy! What about his friends below?” 


“Oh! Well, I was wrong. The potion was too strong. Each was given a lethal dosage. Poor 
souls! They will never wake up. It is probably better this way.” 


“T guess.” The last man helped the dwarf climb down the rope ladder. Then he untied the 
dinghy from the cog and he descended to the crowded, smaller craft. Hakom, sitting on the ladder of 
the cargo hold, felt a slight jarring motion as the dinghy pulled free from the hull of the cog. 


A minute later, Hakom appeared on the main deck with the body of the sage. Hakom would 
have climbed up sooner, but the fight and the stress of that night’s events had exhausted his strength. 
He had been resting in the cargo hold, trying to regain part of his vitality. He gently deposited the old 
man on the planks. As he raised his head, he was more than mildly surprised to find an empty deck. He 
wiped the sweat from his face to make sure that his eyes were not deceiving him. He was sitting on the 
main deck of an abandoned ship. In the distance, on the port side, two longboats were pursuing the cog 
in vain. The third longboat, barely visible through the gathering fog, was heading for a small vessel 
nearer to the cog. Hakom rushed to the starboard side where Malcolm’s dingy had been tied. He looked 
down into the empty waters. Overcome with fear and dismay, he realized now that the closer boat, 
slowly pulling away from the cog, was the rowboat, his only means of escape. A tiny figure in the boat 
waved at him. He rubbed his eyes in disbelief. Was he imagining this? Malcolm’s dinghy vanished into 
the rolling fog, presumably headed for some shore on the right. He could no longer see the third 
longboat. The other two, on the portside, were becoming smaller. Soon, the hungry fog would envelop 
them as well. 


A new realization crept over Hakom, one that he tried to suppress but he could not. He 
climbed up to the forecastle. As he had feared, the great cog was leaving the safety of the harbor. 
Propelled by the strong autumn wind that batters this coastal region, and pulled by the inevitable 
undercurrents of the seabed, the great ship was entering open water. 


Hakom let loose a mighty scream that encompassed all his rage, all his disappointment, and 
all of his other silent, suppressed emotions that night. For he was trapped aboard an open boat drifting 
rapidly down a mighty river, helpless and alone in a situation over which he had no control. And he did 
not know how to sail such a powerful ship. He felt that he had doomed himself and all of those he 
meant to save. 


As Peter started to slip into unconsciousness in the inn, a strange dream began to form in his 
head. Once again he and Colum were walking down the streets of Dark Heart Hollow, trapped in a 


twisting maze of dark roads and shadow filled alleys. Tynam was nowhere to be seen. Somewhere very 
close, Peter could the presence of a person dear to him, invisible but almost within reach. Suddenly, he 
felt very near to his father. Then the companions turned a corner. Ahead of them was Aldrian, 
beckoning them towards some indefinite goal. Peter and Colum followed the sage, walking a few steps 
behind the eager and optimistic old man. They paused a moment as Aldrian intercepted a wary citizen 
to ask directions. While Aldrian interrogated his unsuspecting victim with a volley of questions, the 
two peered into the open doorway of an adjacent building. It seemed to be a meeting hall of some sort, 
although there was no clear sign posted to identify its purpose. Several men of lowly, mean estate sat 
around a long table. Only one man, presumably the president of the meeting, sat by the short end in a 
fancy, wooden chair. Within his reach, lying on the table, was a volume of bound parchment and some 
ivory carved objects resembling dice. There was also an assortment of tiny houses like those in the 
village and some miniature, wooden figures in the shape of men and horses. 


“Who are these people, and what is their purpose?” Peter inquired. 
Colum thought for a moment, carefully observing those inside and strange activities. 


“Oh, I see! I believe that I have heard of these people and the games that they play. Most of 
these men are scoundrels of the worst type. For they refuse to labor by the sweat of their brow to 
provide food for their families. Instead, they waste their time and energy all day and all night playing 
this game. They selfishly squander their families’ meager resources to support themselves in the pursuit 
of this game. Their main concern is to advancement of their own status in the game at the expense of all 
else, including their wives’ and children’s well being and potential future. 


“What is the appeal of this game that tempts each one to put its importance before everything 
he should hold dear?” 


“See that man seated at the head of the table?” Colum pointed out a tall, bearded fellow with 
an unkempt, savage appearance. His face wore a wolfish expression, and his eyes shone with the light 
of self-confidence and extreme pride. An air of cunning exuded from him. 


“That is the story teller. He invents a tale of fantastic proportions and incredulity. All who 
hear his voice are beguiled by its tone, as if under a spell. Each of them wishes to be a mythical hero in 
the impossible tale created by the storyteller. Each one designs a ludicrous being according to the 
severe limits of his imagination. Then he tries to play act that hero in their shared, false world. These 
men gladly pay this storyteller for the right to play in that world, as well as purchasing food and drink 
from him at exorbitant prices. The storyteller even charges them a monthly fee to rent the hall in order 
to provide a sanctioned place to play his game.” 


“What fools these people are! Do they not care about the state of the real world, or even 
about the affairs of the village where they live? The world could come to an end, but none of them 
would be concerned as long as it did not affect their game! 


“Precisely, Peter.” 
“Who created such a shadow spawned game?” 


“No one is exactly certain. Some believe that it was a kindly, old sage who wanted to 
stimulate the imagination of his grandchildren. He collected the old stories about gods and heroes of 
the past and read them to his charges. Others report that a teacher from the isle of Englewood wrote for 
his students a short story about some greedy dwarves and their hairy, little thief. He intended it to be a 
morality play or a commentary about the true values of this world and the next. Both of these stories 
grew to be very popular in Englewood and its subject islands. Soon they spread throughout the Middle 
Kingdoms. Bards and minstrels expanded on the tales and they, in turn, spawned a new collection of 


stories based on the original one. Eventually, the old sage and the teacher expired. This avarice person, 
the storyteller seated in that room, decided to make a profit from another’s creation. By redesigning the 
stories into a set of rules, and by expanding the tales to include older accounts of the deeds of real 
heroes and warriors, he created a game that he knew he could sell to those with weaker minds 
susceptible to his seductive voice. Once charmed by his wit and his enthusiasm, they became his 
willing pawns forever.” 


“What an unusual form of damnation. Certainly it is a fitting punishment for such self- 
involved individuals,” Peter concluded. 


Peter and Colum continued to gaze into the room. Beside the tall and seductive storyteller, 
they also saw a fat, older man dressed in white linen robes like those worn by servile workers in a 
hospice. He seemed to weigh approximately four hundred pounds or more, with a full head of graying 
hair. To say that his appearance was slovenly would have been a compliment. His age seemed to vary 
between thirty to fifty years, depending on how the pale light illuminated his person. He rocked back 
and forth in his chair, and he seemed unresponsive to any questions directed at him by the others. He 
usually had a blank look on his face. On rare occasions, he would break out of his stupor to curse at the 
very nature of any woman or young girl who might possibly insult him or inadvertently threaten his 
existence. 


On the left side of the fat one sat another large individual truly the size of a small giant. While in a 
sitting position, he seemed over seven feet tall and possibly weighing over three hundred and seventy- 
five pounds. He was very boisterous and full of joviality. For he boasted of his own deeds and glory, as 
if he had single-handedly saved the outer realms uncounted times, and as if even the Creator was in 
debt to this inferior piece of work. His self-confidence and his vocabulary seemed without limit. 


On the other side of the table, across from the fat duo, sat a short, brawny fellow the size of a dwarf. 
His hair was strawberry blond and his beard was of like color, though it clung close to his face. He was 
jovial like the giant, but at times his mood would change if events in the game did not progress to his 
advantage. He did not like being called a thief or a cheater, although at times he would manipulate the 
dice or pocket the storyteller’s loose coins to achieve a profit. 


Another person flanked the right side of the dwarf. He was younger than the others, but his age did not 
seem to curtail his lust for gaming or inhibit his performance in any way. In fact, he seemed the most 
competitive of the four. He laughed occasionally, either in jest with or in ridicule of others, but never to 
their deference. His humor, for good or ill, could be contagious. His drive to succeed was sincere and 
obsessive, if not totally destructive as well. For he cared only for his personal progress in the game and 
not for the general good of his fellow players. 


Jonas (which means false prophet in Kendilean), the storyteller, laughed in silence at his group of 
misfit adventurers, and he reveled in his daily manipulation of their fantasy lives and his management 
of their personal fortunes. For he played the role of being best friend, counselor and financial advisor to 
each quite well and always to his own best advantage. In general, his gullible compatriots did not even 
notice that the game was rigged. Jonas loved to substitute his special loaded dice and sets of alternate, 
extraneous rules to guarantee the results of his game. 


Aldrian’s interview with the passerby had just ended. Colum and Peter broke off their observation of 
the game and they hurried to rejoin their leader. The two were glad to this area. From their point of 
view the game seemed boring and repetitive. How could anyone find enjoyment in such a blatant form 
of humiliation and exploitation by such an obvious cheat and scoundrel? Truly, that sort of 
entertainment was another form of eternal punishment. 


The trio continued on to the end of the block. As they began to turn the corner, a feeling of expectancy 


filled Peter’s heart. About twenty feet away, a familiar figure stood before them. He was clad in red and 
white, the royal colors of Kendil. The morning sun behind him seemed to overpower these hues. The 
orb illuminated the man, as a mirror reflects pure sunlight. Then, the luminosity of the king burst forth 
and filled heaven and earth. The darkness of Dank Heart was finally broken. 


“Father!” Peter cried as his dream ended. He awoke to a bright, sunny day. His head hurt from the 
intensity of the morning light. All of his body ached. Every muscle felt stiff and sore. Nausea filled his 
head and his stomach due to the rocking motion of the deck beneath his feet and the endless pounding 
of the waves against the ship. 


Chapter Eight: the Forester of Dairbhre Calen 


As he tried to focus his vision, Peter became aware of the pain behind his eyes. The throbbing was 
constant. Every moment was an excruciating agony. He looked intently at the figure looming over him. 
It was not his father. The frame was too large and the bulk too wide to be his sire. 


The face too scarred. His father’s face had been handsome, naturally regal. If his father had been born a 
beggar or a common laborer, his gentle visage, his mannerisms, and his firm stride would have still 
commanded respect. It was not so with this man. Peter saw reflected in his eyes a mixture of fear and 
mistrust, as if to suggest that the man had been recently betrayed or stabbed in the back. The prince also 
sensed a strange mixture of power and weakness in the man’s frame. For this one seemed to be a tower 
of strength, subtly flawed or broken by an inner torment or a plague of doubt. 


The stranger abruptly turned away from the prince, as if he were afraid to long endure his gaze. Finally 
he spoke in a low, almost gentle voice, reminiscent of a bear’s growl. 


“I’m sorry, my boy. You and your friends are in a terrible mess. I feel that I am the one to blame for it.” 


“What do you mean? What are you babbling about?” the prince inquired, still feeling in a daze from the 
after effects of the potion. He tried to rise, but instead, he stumbled forward to meet the deck. 


“Easy, easy now, little one. You need to sit here for awhile, if you wish to regain your strength. That 
drug must be still affecting your senses. You have been asleep for the last day and a half.” 


“Why do you feel this is your fault, Stranger? Did you drug us? Did you kidnap us and bring us aboard 
this...boat?” 


Hakom turned to face the new voice. The challenger was an older man, who had managed to slowly 
rise to his feet. There was no sign of anger or disappointment in his tone. No resentment was mirrored 
in his face, or judgmental attitude expressed in his body language. There was only a deep questioning 
in his eyes. They seemed to quest for and drink in knowledge like a thirsty, sun-baked camel that seeks 
a cool pond on a hot, summer’s day. 


“No. No! I didn’t do any of those things. But...I didn’t rescue you very well, either. Nor did I prevent 
you from being kidnapped. All I really managed to do was strand you on this hulk of a boat. And I 
don’t know how to sail this boat. I have no idea as to where we are, or where we are going,” Hakom 
cried out in exasperation. 


“None of us do,” Colum gently interjected, having finally broken his silence. The mendicant was in a 
kneeling position, his hands pressed against the aching temples of his head. 


“Start at the beginning, my new found friend. Perhaps we can piece this puzzle together,” Aldrian 
offered. 


Speaking in a stammering and stumbling voice, Hakom recounted his experiences of the previous 
night. He included every detail that he could remember, from the conversations that he had overheard 
in the kitchen, to the moment that he stepped aboard the cog, carrying the remains of their belongings 
onto the main deck. 


“Our belongings?” the sage asked. He picked through the garments very carefully, as if he was 
searching for a particular item. “This is all that we have left? No coins, no food, no badges. The only 
things left are our cloaks and anything that we concealed in the secret pockets. At least they didn’t find 
the king’s...I mean, Harold’s ring or this crumpled badge. Continue, Hakom.” 


And so, Hakom concluded his story. He told of the confrontation with the captain, the discovery of the 
slaves below in the cargo hold, and the battle on the main deck. Then he recounted as to how they came 
to be stranded on the ship due to his misjudgment and stupidity. 


“Don’t trouble yourself, old man. It was not your fault, after all. If you had not intervened, we still 
would be captives on a ship halfway to Villa Sombre, or some other slave port by now,” Colum said 
reassuringly. 


“Instead, we are free men trapped on a ship sailing to an unknown destination,” Hakom reminded him. 


Colum and Aldrian spent a few minutes inspecting the abandoned ship. They hoped to have a better 
appreciation of their current situation. They compared their findings on the small deck of the forecastle, 
out of earshot range of Hakom and Peter, quietly seated beside Tynam under the main mast. 


“T inspected the lower hull. The crew left only a few barrels of salt pork and one keg of beer. You will 
find below no cheeses, spice wine, or sweetmeats. I can only guess that they intended to make a very 
short trip. The prince will be disappointed for lack of luxurious provisions aboard,” Aldrian 
commented. 


“How sad. It is time that the prince accepted the twists and turns of life, just like the rest of us. We can’t 
weave our own tapestry. We can only follow the threads of life that are placed before us.” 


“That is a very deep and philosophical statement. One I would not have expected to be uttered from the 
lips of a mendicant beggar. Anyway, what did you discover?” 


Colum hesitated for a moment, as if collecting his thoughts. 


“In general, the ship is in good shape. The sails are intact. The main deck seems solid enough. Any 
excess water washed aboard flows below to the cargo hold, as you probably know.” 


“Yes, I am acutely aware of that fact.” Aldrian ran his fingers through his long, wet hair. 


“There is a few inches of water accumulating below. Luckily, there is a hand pump in good working 
order below and some bailing buckets. We need to put Tynam and Hakom to work down there, soon.” 


“Now, Colum, what about the rudder?” 


“T believe it is also in working order. But I don’t know how to operate it. And we have a different 
problem.” 


“Such as?” 


“Follow me.” Colum descended to the main deck with Aldrian in close pursuit. They found the others 
standing by the wench that operated the anchor. Pieces of metal and broken wood were scattered over 
the immediate area where they stood. 


“T didn’t do it! Honestly. Peter and I just discovered the wreckage, while you were on that forecastle 
upper deck. I didn’t notice it before, probably because I was so concerned about the four of you.” 


“The former captives must have done this, while you were in that cargo area, Hakom. It appears that 
they found it easier to smash the wench than to raise the anchor,” the reticent Tynam finally 
commented, breaking his silent vigil on the deck. 


“Great. So, now we have no anchor. No one knows where we are, or how to steer this hulk,” Peter 
proclaimed to no one in particular. 


“That is not entirely true,” Aldrian said, stepping forward. “In my youth, my grandfather allowed me to 
sail with him on a ship similar to this one. He taught me how to use a rudder, and how to navigate by 
the light of the stars. At least by the stars that I am familiar with. Perhaps I can determine our position 
at nightfall.” 


However, at present, Aldrian had no idea regarding their current location. The afternoon sun over- 
powered the other celestial stars with its brilliance. On either side of the great cog was an unfamiliar, 
wooded shoreline. Each line of trees seemed indistinguishable from every other one that they had 
passed. Aldrian thought that the great redwood forest of Kendil, Dairbhre Caran, now lay on their 
starboard side. But he was uncertain as how deep the great forest ran. No one had ever successfully 
measured its length and width. That is why strangers often derisively referred to the country as Kendil 
Deep, rather than using its proper name, Kendil. Even the province of Caran Taur, in which Kendil lay, 
was known as ‘the red forests’. To Kendil’s south was the rich farmland of Ager Arvum, the second 
country in that province. But Kendil held such influence over the area that most people thought of Ager 
as an extension of its kingdom rather than a separate entity. Therefore, the name Caran Taur was 
applied to both regions even though Ager Arvum had no forests or groves, only cleared land for 
meadows and farms. Perhaps, if they had an anchor, they could land on that shore and eventually, by 
traveling south, pass through the woods to the safety of the outlying demesnes of the great manor 
houses. But no one had ever attempted such a journey and returned to brag of it. 


On the port side probably lay the great forest of Beletaur, the realm of the Fey. Few were the paths that 
led through that great and perilous forest. They could not be trod upon without leave of the Fey Queen 
herself. At best, it was reported that her court was difficult to approach. And the price for permission to 
travel unhindered on her roads was reputed to be costly and quite dear indeed. He knew one thing for 
certain. The ship was moving in an easterly direction, probably headed out to the great ocean and the 
lands that lay beyond. 


Aldrian took control of the rudder on the aft deck. He assigned Peter to be lookout on the forecastle. 
The boy was very perceptive and ideally suited for such work. Besides, it would keep him out of 
trouble. Hakom, Tynam, and Colum were below in the cargo bay. The big man was working the hand 
pump, and the others were bailing water. 


Aldrian guided the cog as best he could. It had been a lifetime, it seemed, since he had sailed with his 
grandfather. It was all he could do to steer the ship straight between the sandbars on each side, owing to 
the size and bulk of the great cog. He had never handled a ship as large as this before. The pull of the 
current was increasing, propelling the unmanageable craft ever more swiftly towards the open sea. 


Aldrian had considered bringing Hakom and Colum onto the main deck to lower the main sail, but he 
rejected this idea. Who could guess what they might encounter once they reached the true sea? They 
might need the maneuverability afforded by the main sail if they fleeing pursuit from the ships of Dank 
Heart, or if they ran into a pirate flotilla. Besides, Hakom and Colum might be too inexperienced to 
lower the sail without damaging it. And suppose, in case of such an emergency, the two of them could 
not the sail in time? It was probably better to leave the sail as it was for the present. 


Night came. Aldrian tried as best he could to ascertain their location from the position of the stars. He 
had no proper navigational instruments to aid him in this difficult task. To make matters worse, the sky 
was partially overcast, and a fog bank was beginning to roll in from the south. As far as he could 
reckon, their ship was farther north and east than he had ever traveled. For he only recognized a few 
stars now behind them in the western sky. 


He had hoped to reach the open sea within another day, and then sail south along the great shoreline. If 
they could sail safely past Velatol, the sacred isle, and its reputed guardians, then they could make their 
way along the coast. After passing by the Red Desert and the Dark Jungle of Galen Burloa, they might 
be able to land at Cursarius, the chief city of Uamir, and obtain provisions there. Certainly he did not 
want to land on the island of Ruandor, that lay some thirty miles directly east of Uamir. That isle of evil 
was separated from Uamir by a narrow sea passage. If all went well, and they were able to obtain food, 
fresh water, and maps in Cursarius, they could then sail round the coast of Uamir to the last leg of the 
journey home. Proceeding north along the coast, they would finally reach the Innward Isles, nestled in 
Grimlock Bay. Kendil’s southern coast touched that bay. At a friendly port, such as Artigal or Llyr, they 
could land, obtain fresh horses, and ride back to Caran Sarn. Then Aldrian would demand a final 
reckoning from Lord Cian and ask for an accounting of the steward’s activities. Aldrian’s fear for 
Peter’s safety had been replaced with a determination for justice, and a need for its quick resolution. 


The sage hoped that he had remembered his geography well. Because he had not traveled in the East in 
recent years, he was uncertain of the reliability of his memories. All of these issues preoccupied his 
mind through the night and into the early morning. So he was taken aback when Peter cried out 
halfway through the first watch of the following day. 


“My Prince, what troubles you?” 


“Look to your left, Grandfather, about thirty feet above the treeline. Something like a star twinkles over 
there. It reflects light differently. And it moves swiftly in a circle. I’ve never seen a star move like that.” 


“No, my boy. Stars don’t act like that. At least none that I have observed.” 


The strange object continued on its enigmatic movement for a few more moments. Then it suddenly 
streaked across the horizon and disappeared in the east. The brightness of the morning sun prevented 
any further observation of its final destination. All that marked its passage was a faint line of fading 
sparkles. 


“What do you make of that?” Colum asked as he appeared on the main deck. 


“T don’t know,” Aldrian replied. “One thing is certain. We are now far beyond the fields that we once 
knew. Anything is possible.” 


Throughout the rest of that second day, and into the night, everyone was especially wary. Even Tynam, 
the calm under fire, professional soldier, seemed a bit tense. This was due in part to his uneasiness 
being on a boat. He was not accustom to traveling by sea, and he was uncertain of this mode of 
transportation. His life style revolved around solid ground, a horse, and an enemy to contend with. And 
he still felt very weak. The contact poison had affected him to a greater degree than the sleeping 
potions that the others had imbibed. The motion of the ship and the crashing waves did nothing to 


steady his legs, or to calm the nausea that was always welling up inside his stomach. And he felt that he 
had no true purpose on the ship. He had none of the proper weapons of a soldier to guard his young 
charge, the Prince. A feeling of helplessness constantly nagged at him. 


That night Tynam was on watch on the aftcastle. About one hundred yards ahead, he saw glittering bits 
and debris floating in the water. Immediately, he called for the others’ attention. Colum came forward 
to the starboard side of the main deck, dragging an old fishing net that they had found in the cargo hold. 
Aldrian skillfully steered the great cog past the mysterious wreckage. Meanwhile Hakom and Colum 
dropped the net into the water, hoping to snag some of the debris. When they hauled up this catch with 
great effort, they were astounded. Pieces of wood, broken barrel rings, a cutlass, sea rations, and even a 
human hand were trapped in the old net. Each piece of salvage was encased in a layer of fine crystal, 
two inches thick. Everyone exchanged wide -eyed glances. The crew was dumbfounded for several 
minutes. Finally, Peter broke the silence. 


“Will this be our fate?” he asked to no one in particular. Only the strained creaking from the spars and 
the lines of the main sail dared to reply, as the western breeze propelled them to their destiny. 


Many times the next day the good cog Sea Hawk encountered other debris fields like the first one. Each 
debris field was larger than the one before it, and much harder to transverse. It took all of Aldrian’s 

skill to sail between the treacherous wreckage and the sandbars on the opposite shore. More than once 
Aldrian was half tempted to give up and beach the ship to avoid a fatal collision with the half - exposed 
jetsam and flotsam. However, such a course of action would permanently strand the cog on shore, 
possibly even damaging it to the point that the ship would no longer be seaworthy. He knew that the 
others lacked the brute strength to relaunch the great ship again if she were beached intact. My prince’s 
kingdom for an anchor, he thought. If the size of the debris fields keeps expanding, the river will be 
dammed long before we reach the estuary to the great sea. 


If we only had a longboat and an anchor. Then we could make it to the southern shore safely. We might 
be able to construct a crude anchor from the crystalline debris we salvaged. It is heavy enough for that 
purpose. But there is no hope for building a longboat. No hope at all. 


As the great cog approached the mouth of the river, an unexpected sight greeted Aldrian’s old eyes. On 
either side of the wide river was a dense forest of giant pine trees. Across this great expanse of water, 
someone had erected an immense wooden bridge some forty feet in height. The thickness of the logs 
(or trees) that comprised the bridge was inestimable from this distance. The Sea Hawk surely could not 
pass under the bridge safely. A terrible collision was inevitable. What would survive? Cog? Bridge? Or 
neither? 


Aldrian warned everyone. They braced for the fatal collision. Then the unexpected occurred. About 
forty feet from the point of impact, the ship came to a hull wrenching halt. A great scrapping sound 
came from the riverbed as the cog came to a sudden stop. Everyone was thrown to the deck in spite of 
his preparedness for an impact. 


Aldrian and Colum pulled themselves to their feet, and they ran over to the port side. Peering over the 
side to the riverbed below, they saw what had impeded the forward motion of the vessel. Scattered 
throughout the expanse of the river bottom were large piles of crystalline debris. Each collection of this 
debris was enclosed in a thick net of hemp. It was a very effective roadblock. Aldrian did not want to 
speculate on the amount of strength required to haul such rocks in and out of that deep water. 


“Any damage to our boat?” Colum asked. 


“Surely there is some. I had best send Hakom and Tynam to check the cargo hold for leakage,” Aldrian 


replied half-heartedly. 
“Hey! Who is that walking along the big bridge?” Peter shouted. 


Everyone looked up. For the very first time, each of them noticed a wooden structure resembling a 
small cabin or a guardhouse on top of the far left side of the bridge. Out came a tall, thin figure dressed 
in green. The hue of its clothes blended in perfectly with the background of the surrounding forest. It 
wore faded britches, long brown boots, and an oversized tunic, tied at the waist with a coarse belt of 
hemp. A dark green hood covered its head. 


“Greetings, Strangers! I see that you have found my hidden fence. It keeps pirates and other unsavory 
people from crashing my gate, you might say. The fee for passing under my toll bridge is twelve copper 
coins, if you please.” 


“We are not pleased by this hindrance. You may have very well destroyed our boat. What gives you the 
right to place a toll bridge across the land of Kendil and its outlying woods?” Aldrian shouted back, 
more than a little annoyed with this strange host. 


“T am the forester for the northern woods of Kendil! I demand payment in the king’s name for your 
crossing! You cannot refuse!” 


“T believe we can!” Peter yelled back at him. “I am Peter, the son and the heir of Harold the Fair 
Mined, and I demand that you let us pass. You will also turn over to my seneschal any revenue that you 
have previously collected in the king’s name.” 


Aside to Colum, Peter added: “I may have to appoint you to the post of seneschal temporarily to 
retrieve from him said monies.” 


“Oh, that is a good one! Ustaff, the Valiant was the king when I entered these woods some forty years 
ago. And he did have a newborn son called Harold or Harry, just before I left Castle Kendil. So, I 
guess that it would be possible that you might be his son. But I doubt it! Every cycle of the full moons, 
I encounter at least one person who claims to be the king of Kendil or his chosen man. And he always 
demands, like you did, free passage and any revenue that I might have collected. 


“So pay me now, and perhaps I will let you pass through here unharmed. What business, I might ask, 
do you have in these woods?” 


“My Prince, that was rash, announcing your name and your lineage. If our quest is to succeed, we must 
be silent and clever about concealing our identities and our business,” Colum counseled the over 
zealous Peter. 


Aldrian stepped up to the forecastle deck, the better to see and to shout at the guardian on the bridge. 


“As for our business, we are here on a quest to find the missing King Harold. After you seen him or his 
party within this last year?” 


Colum looked over to Peter. “So much for secrecy and stealth,” he said. 


“Again, I say to you, I have seen many imposters claiming to be the king or men in his service. But 
neither he, nor his seneschal, has yet to pass under my nose to this very day. If you have no coins, then 
perhaps you carry other items to barter your passage beyond this point?” he replied, licking his lips. He 
seemed a bit anxious and perhaps very hungry. 


At that moment, Hakom came up from the lower hull. He was drenched in sea water and he seemed in 
a very bad humor. 


“There is a very bad hull breach below. Ten or mayhap, even fifteen planks were torn apart by that 
crystalline scrape. We will be lucky if this tug does not sink before nightfall.” 


Colum put his finger to his nose. “What is that terrible odor?” he almost coughed out. 


“Oh, that. Probably the dead bodies of the crew that captured you. I put them in aft section of the hull 
before you became conscience that day. I didn’t have any way to dispose of them properly. Throwing 
them overboard would have been disrespectful, no matter what they did. And I could not give them a 
proper church burial either. I also gathered up these.” He smiled and held up a small bag. He emptied 
the contents into his left hand. The onlookers saw a collection of silver coins. 


“By my count, there are thirty silver pieces or so.” 
“Probably just enough to pay our passage through this toll bridge and beyond,” Peter observed. 


“No! That is blood money. It should not be used for any other purpose than the disposal of those 
bodies,” Colum retorted in a firm voice. Colum held out his hand resolutely, and Hakom reluctantly 
returned the shiny coins to their pouch and handed the contents to the mendicant. 


“T had better return below. Tynam and I need to bring the barrels of food topside before they are 
ruined.” 


By now, the forester had descended from the bridge. He was slowly approaching the leaking cog, 
walking along the shore to their port side. He whistled twice. From the dark cover of the immense tall 
trees lumbered a giant figure. On his back was slung a small boat with oars. He effortlessly carried it on 
his back like a normal man hauling a sack of potatoes. 


“Come on, Tad Hardrock. We haven’t all day. We need to negotiate a price with these fine folk and get 
them on their way.” The giant lowered the rowboat gently into the water, then he helped the 
hunchbacked old man into the vessel. He entered it himself and began to paddle their boat toward the 
larger craft. 


“That’s a rock troll!” Tynam cried out. He had just brought up the last of the barrels of salt pork from 
the lower hull. “I thought that they were all extinct!” 


“The same will be said for you and your family if you shout a little louder. Now be quiet and mind your 
manners,” Aldrian interjected. 


“T thought that trolls slept in their deep caverns during the day. Doesn’t the light of the sun turn them to 
stone?” Colum softly asked the sage as the outsiders came nearer. 


“Bah! That’s just an old wives tale. Most trolls fall asleep in the presence of sunlight, but that is all. 
They don’t turn to stone at its touch. It’s an old myth started by a storyteller in Englewood. Some 
people give credence to every word he spoke, like it was holy script or such. Still, it is strange to see a 
troll roaming around in daylight. Perhaps he was raised to love the sun and hate the darkness. Here they 
come. Now you will have a chance to ask him yourself.” 


Colum shut up immediately as they reached the cog, though it was not clear whether this was due to 
fear of or out of respect for the new visitors. The mendicant cast down the rope ladder on the port side 
of the cog. The old man deftly climbed up the ladder as if age was no hindrance to his agility or his 
eagerness. 


“Salt pork! I smell salt pork! I haven’t had that in ages. Perhaps we can arrange to barter your 
extra foodstuffs for passage,” he proclaimed as he reached the top of the ladder and set foot on the main 
deck. 


The rock troll scaled up the side of the cog quickly without relying upon the ladder. This effortless 
action slightly unnerved the crew of the Sea Hawk. The old forester’s silent bodyguard brought an air 
of intimidation to their meeting. The creature was twelve feet tall and twice the width of any normal 
man. Even Hakom seemed small in comparison to him. The massive entity weighed at least four 


hundred and fifty pounds, and his rough skin (if it was skin) was coal black and of the texture of solid 
stone. The creature, in general, resembled a crudely carved human like statue, roughly hewn out of pure 
granite, as if to suggest that the sculptor had barely begun his task. It appeared to be a half finished 
work in progress. He bore no recognizable expression on his countenance. 


“This is my boy, Tad Hard Rock. I found him when he was merely less than a small boulder. He was 
lost in the woods, crying his eyes out. I heard him crying and I followed the trail of his pebble tears 
straight to him. His sire left him and his brother out in the wilderness as a test, I guess. I couldn’t find 
their family. I don’t know if I rightly wanted to, in fact. I took them both in and raised them as my own. 
Everything Tad is today, he owes to me.” Tad grunted softly in reply. 


For quite awhile thereafter, Aldrian and Colum haggled with the forester over prices. He finally agreed 
to allow them passage through the estuary in return for two of their three barrels of salt pork. He also 
agreed to help them repair the damaged cog. Tad was a good, hard worker who could replace the 
broken planks in the rapidly flooding lower hull. Water did not affect the work performance of the rock 
troll like it did humans. In exchange for the thirty pieces of silver, the forester would arrange for a 
proper burial for the five slain crew members. He knew of a cleared field in the woods that was once 
owned by a furrier, now deceased. This field would make an excellent cemetery if he could convince 
the furrier’s daughter, Jenna of Dairbhrie Calen, to part with it for the thirty coins. He said that he was 
on good terms with her, and he was thoroughly convinced that she would agree to the sale of the land. 
In the meantime the skillful troll would be finishing the repairs to the damaged hull. 


“ “Tis a pity that these men had to die at all. If I had my way, I would have sneaked all of you off the 
boat without recourse for bloodshed,’’ Hakom remarked as the bodies were loaded into the canoe. 


“A pity, indeed. Still, you caused their deaths, even if inadvertently, and you will be punished for it in 
the long run,” Colum replied, sounding more than a bit judgmental. 


“Aye, I will. Soon I will probably reap the blood that I have sown.” 


It required three trips from the cog to the shore to transport all of the burial party and the corpses. 
Leaning on his shovel as he stood on the shore, the forester commented in an almost casual tone: 


“T reckon that we will have to stop at the shipyard on the way back. Some of your ship’s timbers are 
pretty rotten. Others were partially broken or half-cracked when you hit my fence. Tad will need new 
lumber to do his job properly.” 


Colum and Tynam looked at each other quizzically. 


“Shipyard? We are stranded on shore in the middle of an uncharted, vast forest. There are no villages or 
ports around, let alone a shipyard,” Colum exclaimed. 


“You'll see. Follow me.” The old man headed off into the woods. Reluctantly, the others picked up 
their gear and followed him. 


Soon they came to a large expanse of clearing. In the midst of the wild grass lay scattered the remains 
of dozens of wreaked and partially dismantled ships of all kinds. The classes of these derelicts varied. 
Some were heavy cogs, while others were large carracks or sleek, noble caravels. One galley proudly 
lay on its side at the far end of the debris field. Masts, timbers, planks, rigging, tackle, fishing nets, and 
rope carpeted the grassland as far as the eye could see. 


“How long have you been doing this? All these ships...” 


“All or most were pirate ships. Some corsairs or mercenaries that were bent on raiding other port cities 
that lie outside the river mouth along the eastern coasts of Kendil’s neighbors. My fence stopped most 


of these vessels. A few are actually shipwrecks that Tad, his brother, and I found upstream of my 
bridge. We rescued any honest people who we encountered. Then we fed them, sheltered them, and sent 
them along their way with the help and hospitality of the furrier’s daughter.” 


While they talked, the old forester poked through the yard, examining, discarding, and finally selecting 
a few choice planks. He placed these on Hakom’s thick back. Then he led them to the furrier’s field. A 
stone’s throw away lay the cottage of Jenna. 


This cleared area measured the length and width of an acre. From a distance, it appeared to be a very 
large garden filled with plants and boundary markers. As they approached, the newcomers slowly 
realized that it was a cemetery with clearly defined graves and stone markers. Flowers decorated each 
grave. 


“You lied to us. There is a cemetery already here. The land has been carefully set aside for burial 
plots,” Colum exclaimed, angry and ashamed at being hoodwinked. 


“Yes. Perhaps I did. But the thirty pieces of silver will purchase burial plots for your dead. It will also 
pay the cost of the funeral service. We are on good terms with a retired village priest, whose cabin is 
nearby.” The forester pointed to a small structure on the hill to their right. “He performs funeral rites 
for the dead. And lastly, the silver will help maintain the services of Jenna of Dairbhre, who looks after 
the cemetery.” 


The rest of the afternoon was spent digging the graves and properly interring the fallen crew of the Sea 
Hawk. The retired priest came down from his little cabin and he said his offices over the dead. As the 
sun began to set, Tad returned from the cog, his tasks completed. Aldrian had manned the pump and 
Peter bailed out the excess water while the troll labored. 


They accompanied Tad back to the caretaker’s cabin where the rest had gathered for the evening meal. 
Tad had brought along the two barrels of salt pork, one tucked under each arm. They feasted on the 
meat and some of the vegetables from the garden behind Jenna’s cabin. Lacking spice wine, ale or 
mead, Peter and the others drank the beer set before them. After spending three days at sea with nothing 
else to drink but stale water, the common beer was ambrosia to their palates. 


After the meal, they sat around the hearth. The old forester was the first to break the silence. 


“T would strongly advise you not to go back to your boat this evening. It would be best if you stayed in 
the cottage tonight. You can leave tomorrow, shortly after sunrise.” 


“What do you fear out there in the wilderness? I did not see anything near the woods today,” Aldrian 
remarked in an off handed manner. 


“The darkness has many servants who only venture out under the cover of night. Wolves and bats and 
other dread predators roam this forest after sunset. And some creatures out there appear to sleep in 
daylight, but they keep a silent vigil on the living though they seem not to move. Peter, did you notice a 
dark gray statue that was perched on one of the trees above my bridge this afternoon?” 


“Yes, I did. I saw it to the right of your bridge, nestled up in a tall pine tree. It never moved its head. It 
resembled a monster carved in stone, like one of those statues that adorn the outer walls of the 
cathedral in Bella Sarn.” 


“Those are gargoyles. They are merely part of a superstition. The people believe that they ward off evil 
spirits, that they prevent them from entering the holy edifice,” Colum commented in a matter of fact 
tone. 


“This thing, made of stone, is no such silly carving. It is a servant, sent to spy upon your ship. It can 


only move at night, in the absence of sunlight. But it is alive, none the less, ever watching and listening 
all the time. It arrived three nights ago. It always faced the west, in the direction from whence your ship 
traveled. And it came out of the southeast, probably from the island of Ruandor.” 


“Ruandor! The land of the sorcerers of the shadow realms! Ruan, the head of their order, was tutored 
directly under Aithe Dur Adere, the great Fire lord and wielder of shadow and darkness. He is rumored 
to be one of Aithe’s twelve chief servants. And Ruan is reputed to be a master of spirit lore. He could 
bind a fallen spirit into a stone statue. Possibly, he could bend it to his will, or worse,” Aldrian 
exclaimed, jumping from one supposition to the next. 

“There you go again, Aldrian. You are over reacting and guessing. We have no proof that it is 
anything but a statue propped up in a tall tree,’ Colum protested. He felt that Aldrian was too prone to 
superstition and conjecture about the power of the dark magic. 


“And what would you do about this creature, Colum?” the sage asked, as if to test his apprentice. 


“T would suggest that one of us venture out tonight and observe the movements of this ‘creature’, as 
you call it. If any more than one of us come forth, they will be noticed if there are spies lurking about.” 


“Well, I think that you should stay inside tonight, as Joseph, my forester, advises. Too many things 
roam through these woods, seeking souls to devour. And since you are all staying under my roof and 
beholden to my hospitality, I will bind you to your word not to go forth this night.” Thus spoke the 
hostess, Jenna of Dairbhrie Calan. Normally, she was of a jolly and wholesome nature, but an inner fire 
of determination was buried underneath her fat and short stature. Once she made up her mind, it could 
not be changed. Colum reluctantly refused to meet the gaze of this usually jovial, young peasant girl. 
But he possessed his own hidden passions and stubbornness. He was not beaten yet. 


Three hours later, everyone appeared to be asleep. Colum rose from his bed of straw, and he peered out 
the open window facing south. He thought that he had heard a ripping noise coming from the direction 
of the ship. But he could not be certain. He tried to look for a suspicious movement, or for figures 
moving on the main deck, but again he could not be certain. Perhaps the moonlight reflecting on the 
water was playing tricks on his eyes. 


He went to the door. Softly he lifted the latch and swung the door inward. No one stirred. Good, he 
thought. He stepped outside and nearly tripped on a stone grave marker. It was all he could do to keep 
from yelling out as he stubbed his toes on a second marker. Well, at least I didn’t fall into an open 
grave, he thought. Alternately, he gave thanksgiving for not waking anyone and he cursed silently to 
himself because of the pain burning through his foot. Slowly it subsided as he approached the end of 
the graveyard. 


At the edge of the great clearing, he could clearly see the Sea Hawk. Something dark and powerfully 
built was lurking on deck. Unbeknownst to Colum, another shape was also moving under cover of the 
dark woods. It crept but several yards behind the mendicant, silently advancing like a great cat stalks its 
prey. Colum edged toward the shoreline to better observe the intruder on the cog. His shadow followed 
ever so quietly behind. 


Colum slipped into the water. He swam slowly and steadily toward the portside of the Sea Hawk. As 
quietly as he could, he pulled himself out of the water, clinging to the rope ladder for support. Then he 
climbed aboard, careful to make as little noise as possible. Raising his head, he saw wreckage strewn 
across the deck. Broken bottles, cracked barrels, and other debris were scattered over the planks. In the 
middle of this ruin and destruction strode a blackened shape, harder than stone, implacable in its 
destructive search. Then it turned its head. Its eyes met those of the speechless mendicant. They stared 
at each other for what seemed an eternity. Finally, it spoke: 


< Foolish one! I could hear you coming a mile away. Your stealthy approach is wasted on one such as 


me. > 


“What did you say? I can’t understand your dialect. Perhaps it is your low, grumbling voice that sounds 
like rocks grinding against one another,” Colum replied. 


< What are you mumbling about, little fool? Tell me, what is your purpose here? Why do you venture 
so near the waters of Ruandor? My Master will not be pleased by your appearance here. > 


“I’m sorry. I can’t understand you. Perhaps if you would calm down, we...” 


Colum was unable to finish his speech. In a single bound, the creature leaped from the middle of the 
deck to the wooden railing of the port side, where Colum had positioned himself. With a deft motion of 
his right hand, he snatched up the young mendicant by his collar and flung him across the length of the 
ship. The surprised Colum landed noisily in the aft section of the deck. 


Colum lay on the poop deck, momentarily stunned and breathless. The black marble creature steadily 
advanced before him, barking out questions in some unpronounceable tongue. He paused at the main 
mast. As if to demonstrate his strength, the creature casually struck his hand against the thick mast pole. 
Chunks of wood flew across the deck. Several pieces struck Colum in the face. He felt a sharp pain. 
Blood trickled down his forehead. For a moment he thought that he had been blinded. It felt like there 
was a splinter in his right eye. His vision blurred as he tried to clear his eyes. He thought he saw a large 
dark shadow loom above him. Then he felt himself thrown up in the air, only to land painfully again on 
the poop deck. 


His vision was still blurred, but this time he thought that he heard two indistinguishable voices. In spite 
of the blood and tears running in his eyes, his vision began to focus. Before him, on the main deck, lay 
the creature that had twice assaulted him. It was struggling to free itself from the weight of a shattered 
boulder. Debris from the boulder was strewn across the deck. Above him, Colum heard the creaking 
and the groaning of the damaged mast pole, held momentarily in place by the delicate arrangement of 
spars and lines. It appeared to him that any more violence aboard the cog might cause the great square 
mast to topple. Then Colum” eyes were able to discern the second speaker. There, gathering up the 
fishing net in his arms stood Tad Hard Rock. 


< Why do you interfere in my business, Troll? These humans, who have usurped the land and the water, 
are no concern of yours. In fact, you should thank me for removing them from this area. After all, we 
are alike, kindred races if you will. > 


< No! You are the abomination! My race is the eldest one, conceived in the womb of Mother Earth and 
given life by Father Sky. We are the embodiment of Creation itself, the true children of Nature. It is our 
duty to protect all forms of life, especially the weaker ones such as these frail humans. 


< But you are a falsehood, a blasphemy against the natural order of life. For you are a fallen spirit, 
bound into a crude, ill shaped form. You are but a cruel satire on the greater works of life. > 


< Yes. I am trapped now in the confines of this prison. At first I was a free spirit, who rebelled against 
my Master. I was seduced by promises of power and glory, set before me by one who seemed glorious 
himself, radiant in his own splendor. Yet, he turned out to be an illusion, nothing in comparison to the 
true power that conceived us. I chose the lesser master, and I was cast out for my folly. I wandered in 
the cold void for a time unmeasured. A servant of my former master summoned me forth one day. He 
used his power to set me before a vast army of his enemies, the hosts of heaven. I was bound in arms 
with others like myself in a rebellion that we could not win. My ‘new’ master was thrown down. He 
became a creature of darkness, cast forth to wander in eternal night. We followed him in exile to this 
paltry sphere. Finally, one of his servants, Ruan, bound my weaken spirit in this frail, marble shell. So I 
have been thrown down three times now, and punished on each occasion for my first rebellion, an act 


for which I cannot recant or be given pardon. I have been humiliated three times now, and after each 
downfall, I have been forced to serve a weaker master. I have no hope of salvation, or release from this 
cruel servitude. > 


The creature of dark marble struggled as he talked, hoping that he could free himself and find a subtle 
way to attack his listeners. But, in truth, he could find no leverage against the confining weight of the 
boulder. And he was still not aware that Colum could not understand his speech or be seduced by the 
power of his words. So his attempts to distract the ‘stupid’ rock troll and his frail ally were in vain. 


Tad Hard Rock began to whistle an old trollish melody. To human ears, it sounded disharmonious and a 
bit distracting. He cast the large fishing net over his marble quarry and the remains of the boulder. After 
up the ends of the net, he swung it and its contents over his head with a great effort. The speed of the 
circling net accelerated with each complete rotation. After five completed revolutions, he released the 
net. He also released an earsplitting cry from the depths of his lungs, as if to indicate the degree of 
exertion required for such an effort. Colum had looked away. He had begun to feel dizzy watching the 
great net spinning over his head. 


A deafening explosion resounded throughout the forest as the fishnet and its contents collided with a 
nearby giant pine tree. The tree appeared to be the more resilient of the two. A few feet of bark had 
been stripped away from its surface. On the ground below, still entangled in the fishnet, lay the 
unconscious form of the creature, split evenly down the middle, from head to torso. Both hands were 
shattered and scattered in the grass. The arms, cracked and misshapen, rested on either side of the 
broken body. Chunks of sculptured black muscles were strewn beside each limb, like the pieces 
removed from an elaborate jigsaw puzzle. 


Tad jumped from the ship. He swam to shore with his usual silent, unhurried pace. He spent the next 
twenty minutes gathering up all the pieces of his adversary. Then he disappeared into the deep woods 
of that shore with his burden. 


The next morning, the crew of the Sea Hawk prepared for departure. Joseph, the forester had graciously 
allowed Aldrian and Colum to take an anchor from one of the wreaked hulks in the ‘shipyard’ at no 
additional cost. 


“You had best be on your way now. My spies in the west tell me that two carracks and a smaller pinta 
are pursuing you. It seems that you upset some people in Dank Heart when you purloined the ‘Hawk’. 
At best, they cannot be more than a few hours behind you.” 


“How do you know this, old man?” Colum asked. 


“Why, a little bird told me,” he replied. On his left arm a sleek carrier pigeon was perched. The note 
that it had carried lay crumpled in the forester’s right hand. 


“T have friends in secret lookout posts placed up and down the length of this river. That is how I knew 
you were coming yesterday. You didn’t see them, but they saw you. That is why I am the forester and 
you are not.” He took each of their hands and shook them vigorously. 


“Well, good luck to you, Prince, if that is who you really are. You will probably need all the luck that 
you can get once you reach the great Ocean. Tad, his brother, and I will try to delay the carracks as long 
as we can. Good speed to you.” 


“But how will we move past the fence and beyond the bridge? We are stuck on this crystalline barrier,” 
Peter remarked. 


As if in reply, the rock troll waded into the stream. He reached deeply into the water, and, with great 


effort, began to pull out the first of the taunt fishing nets filled with the sparkling debris. He dragged it 
onto the shore, then returned to the river for a second ‘catch’. After four such trips, the waterway was at 
last cleared. The large cog lurched forward. Each of the crew of the Sea Hawk scurried to his assigned 
position. 


“The Hawk will hit the bridge!” Peter yelled out in a rather un-princely, panicked voice. 


As the Sea Hawk began to approach the bridge, a new figure emerged from the cabin on the far right 
top of the structure. In appearance, it resembled a hunched back old man. After departing from the 
doorway, it raised itself up to its full height of fifteen feet. It walked at an unhurried pace toward a giant 
winch. Then a great creaking noise filled the upper canopy of the tall pine forest. Slowly and steadily, 
the creature turned the massive winch. The Sea Hawk rapidly closed on a collision course with the 
wooden bridge. Everyone aboard closed their hands over their ears and raced for cover under the fore 
and aft castles, fully expecting an imminent impact. 


Slowly, a small portion of the bridge began to rise into the air. Higher and higher it climbed, as the Sea 
Hawk’s weakened mast inched toward the lower lying, wooden structure. At the last possible moment, 
the drawbridge completed its ascent, and the great cog sailed narrowly through the open section of the 
bridge. 


“T believe that was Tad’s younger and weaker brother,” Aldrian said with an astute smile. 


Chapter Nine: Crystalline Prisons 


The great cog sailed past the toll bridge toward the estuary and beyond to the beckoning open sea. On 
either side of the water, the great forest that lined each shore was silent, and apparently devoid of life. 
However, the young boy could not shake a feeling that something was watching them, observing their 
every move. He perceived the vigil not to be dangerous, just expectant, as if the watchers were waiting 
for some long anticipated occurrence. 


Aldrian noticed something altogether different. The crystal debris had increased the further the ship 
progressed from the old bridge. It seemed to be drifting in from the open water beyond them. Aldrian 
wished that he had asked the old forester about the origin of that material. At least the debris was not 
collected in one area like old Joseph’s crystal fence. Still, Aldrian found his old skills well tested as he 
steered the rudder, guiding the cog through the narrow channel to barely avoid collisions with the 
dangerous flotsam. Tips of the crystal debris glittered in the morning sun, barely betraying the deadly 
wreckage concealed below in the channel waters. 


Aldrian seriously considered changing their course. If Ruan and his wizards were watching the 
Southern coastline for the young Prince, perhaps then the company should sail North. But the sage was 
not familiar with the lands beyond the great forest of Belegtaur. Somewhere North lay the older 
kingdoms of Loshdhel, now mostly occupied by Scaladee and old Trule settlements. Even so, some 
Loshdhel villages and ports must have survived in those isolated areas. For the kingdom of Loshdhel, 
as he well knew, had not entirely died out. Not for the last time did he regret that they had not procured 
maps of the North before proceeding this far along their journey. 


But it seemed that, at every stop along their quest, they had encountered some new distraction, episode, 
or other interruption that prevented the acquisition of such much needed charts and maps. His revelry 


was suddenly broken by the shouting from his crew. 


Their attention was attracted to the sky above. The sparkling trail that they had seen some days before 
had reappeared across the sky. It was definitely quite longer, and it seemed to be approaching their ship. 
Throughout the day, most of the crew watched the horizon to the North and to the East. Only Aldrian 
glanced behind him for a short time. He noted that smoke was rising in the West, approximately from 
the area of the forest that they had departed that morning. He regretted that he could not have stayed 
behind to help the old forester and his adopted sons with their problem. But his first duty was the 
welfare and safety of the prince. 


The great cog, Sea Hawk, finally broke into the open sea. On their portside was the imposing forest of 
Belegtaur. On their starboard were the passing woods of mighty Dairbhre Calan. Ahead lay the vast, 
true Ocean. 


“We are definitely beyond the fields we know,” Colum said with a certain naiveté. 


“Why do you stare, boy? One would think that you had never seen a dragon until now.” 


Peter gawked in awe at the sight above him. The crystal behemoth was perched atop the main mast. Its 
shadow covered over half of the main deck and all of the poop deck. Those below it were dwarfed into 
silence. The dragon’s wingspan easily matched the width of the ship. Its full length was closely half 
that of the Sea Hawk. No one aboard could accurately gauge its body weight, which must have been 
excessive, as the moaning and creaking of the damaged main mast would testify. The fact that the mast 
could break at any time due to the weight of the dragon and its heavy mail coat of crystal had not 
escaped anyone’s notice. 


The mail coat, which covered the entire chest and the underbelly of this monster, sparkled in 
the light of the noonday sun like a stain glass window. Its coat reminded Peter of the great cathedral 
window in the church of Alavier. But this ‘glass’ was many times the weight and thickness of that 
paltry church window. In truth, it exceeded the cathedral window in beauty and perfection. For the coat 
seemed to be without flaw or damage, unlike the old, weather beaten panes of glass in the cathedral of 
Alavier. In a sense, Peter thought, it was a reflection of the dragon’s pride and self-esteem. 


“Now, little ones, tell me the truth. Why do you venture into these waters? I have watched 
your pathetic little raft inch its way toward my domain. Why do you wish to inflame the Wraith of the 
North?” 


“O’ great and noble Drake, it was not our intent to intrude upon the boundaries of your 
kingdom. We are merely travelers, seeking a missing companion, lost to us these many months, Can 
you not allow us free passage through your realm so that we may continue our quest?” Aldrian spoke 
out. He was the only one of the company who seemed still able to use his tongue. 


“T sense a ring of truth in your words, old one. A small ring it is. I also sense a talisman upon 
your person. And there is a certain power within you, such as wizards possess. Surrender it to me now, 
old man, and I might let you live.” The dragon’s eyes had changed color as he spoke, transforming 
from a blue-grey shade to that of a smoldering, ruby red glaze. 


Everyone looked at Aldrian. Colum had always suspected that his master had dabbled in the 
white arts or the fire mastery, but he could never confirm it until now. Peter had always loved his 
grandfather, and he never thought it strange that he was a sage and a master of many secrets. But a 
wizard? Tynam had always heard weird rumors of the sage’s abilities, but he had personally never seen 


Lord Aldrian display a ‘gift’ for magic. And Hakom did not this ‘sage’ very well, but he trusted him no 
matter what his background. Of course, this was the first sage he had ever met. But he felt close to the 
old man and Peter for some incomprehensible reason. He felt so comfortable with them that it was as if 
he had known them both for many of his years. 


“What? You threaten me, Dragon! And you have not revealed your own name to us, or your 
purpose here. Why should I give you anything?” 


In reply, the dragon snorted. A cloud of his indignation traveled through the air. It enveloped 
a pigeon that was perched on the yardarm of the main mast. The pigeon began to rise in the air, startled 
by the dragon’s breath. Then it fell. The crystalline statue was destined to shatter on the deck below. 
The part of the yardarm that was touched by the dragon’s breath also changed into crystal. 


“That is why you should obey me. And you know very well, Wizard, that dragons do not give 
away their names. Or any other names, for that matter.” 


“Excuse me, Sir Drake,” Colum boldly interjected, as if to redirect the conversation. “But 
could you please tell us where we are? I fear that we have drifted far from our original destination in 
the East.” 


“Bah! You know very well that you are less than five hundred miles south of Celedrake, the 
current home of my race. Your ship has passed through the mouth of the river Callasbras, and you are 
some leagues directly north of Velatol, the sacred isle. Perhaps I should take a closer look at each of 
you. For you are not what you appear to be. 


“Tam certain that you are not religious people headed on a pilgrimage to Velatol, even 
though the one who speaks to me is a mendicant. Nor are you an army of mercenaries, even though one 
of you is a soldier in the livery of Kendil, who has his own dark secrets. Nor are you innocents, though 
the largest among you has a mind like a child, and the child with you has the manners of royalty, a 
quick mind, and is quickly losing his innocence. And I have already spoken about the hedge-wizard 
who masquerades as a sage.” 


“You are most perceptive, Dragon. Only an enlightened being like yourself could see our true 
purpose and...” 


“You flatter yourself, Wizard, in attempting to win me over with your flattery. A truly 
enlightened mage would not seek to woo a drake with faint praise. You cannot work your charms on 
me! Perhaps you need a lesson to remind you of the peril of your situation.” The dragon gripped the 
yardarms tightly and then spread his wings to their full span. Next, he flew up. The pole of the mast 
splintered at the place the black gargoyle had previously weakened it. The main deck buckled beneath 
the feet of the crew. After regaining their footing on the bent planks, the disheartened companions 
watched as their disconnected mast slowly sank in the distant waters. A glistening form hovered 
triumphantly over that remote spot on the horizon. Then, they looked on in horror as it turned in flight 
and sped back towards the damaged cog. 


“Now, Wizard, you will surrender what I desire. The alternative is that I rip your fragile craft apart. If 
you are stranded on the shores of Belegtaur the Great, you will have to deal with the fey and their 
retainers. I will tell you now, from my personal experiences, that they are neither kind nor gentle.” 


The great crystal drake had taken each of the five and it had deposited them, each in turn, upon that 
shore. Now it stood towering over the accused wizard/sage, Aldrian. 


“If you want this item so badly, then perhaps you should bargain for it. And if I am a wizard, as you 


claim, perhaps you should be wary of my power, which even you acknowledge.” 


“Very well, Hedge-mage! If you wish to withhold this item, I shall turn all of your crew into crystalline 
statues. They will serve to remind you of your folly during your exile on this solitary shore.” 


The dragon’s eyes began to change color. He took a deep breath as if preparing to blanket the entire 
area in fog. Aldrian reached deep into his cloak. For a moment, Peter thought that the sage had relented 
and was ready to surrender his father’s ring. Aldrian pulled out two gray bags instead. As the drake 
exhaled, Aldrian threw the first bag into the cloud of smoke. 


Sneezing powder? He threw sneezing powder! That crazy old man will turn us all into crystal statues, 
Colum thought as he recognized the contents of the first bag. 


The drake began to sneeze uncontrollably. Everything that his breath touched turned to crystal. In 
anger, he began to breathe flame in the hedge-wizard’s direction. Now Aldrian played his second trick. 
He hurled the second bag, filled with a special black powder, into the dragon’s flame. There was a 
sudden explosion of cascading light and sound. Those who were beyond the center of the reaction later 
remembered it as a rainbow exploding. Aldrian and the dragon were in the center of the disturbance. 
After a few tense minutes had passed, sight and hearing returned to the survivors. Fog still enveloped 
the combatants. 


Finally, the last of the smoke cleared. The drake stood immobile and seemingly invincible. All of its 
crystal skin shone like stain glass. Beside it was Aldrian, similarly unharmed. Both had become 
crystalline statues, simultaneously immortal and without life. 


Chapter Ten: Myths and Legends 


Peter sat on the beach, his hands supporting his drooping head. He stared ahead at the immobile form 
of his grandfather, now silent and, in effect, dead to the world. The footprints in the sand around the 
statue marked the path he had paced in his frustration and despair. Once his tears had dotted the sand 
surrounding it. Now they had evaporated without a trace, like the spirit and the life that had once filled 
his grandfather’s body. So the boy now sat forlorn on the beach, keeping a silent vigil over his departed 
second father. 


Some distance away, Colum and Tynam stood, looking out to sea while engaged in a deep discussion. 


“Many are the legends and the myths about the dragon, but there is no one definitive tale. No one 
knows for certain the true origin or purpose of this race in our world. The oldest myth recounts that the 
Creator Spirit placed a garden in the center of the world. He planted in it the Tree of Life, from which 
all forms of life originated, grew, and then spread throughout the world. As long as the Tree flourishes, 
all plant life will also continue to prosper. Soon after, the Great Worm and its children, the dragons, 
entered the garden and they tried to poison the Tree with their venom. The servants of the Spirit, who 
each wielded a flaming sword, an anathema to the dragons and their kin, drove off these great worms. 
Though cast out from the garden, the dragons still seek to the Tree and its seedlings. They roam the 
world, looking for the scattered saplings of the Tree, hoping to uproot them and destroy their fruits. The 


Worm burrowed far underground, perhaps even to the center of the earth, in a quest to locate the true 
roots of the First Tree. There it seeks to gnaw through those roots and to inject its venom directly into 
the Tree, so as to spread its deceit and poison throughout the entire world.” 


“What is this Worm you mentioned?” Tynam inquired. 


“Tt was the first evil to enter into our world. It came in the form of a great, wise serpent that tried to 
seduce our ancestors away from the love and security of the One who planted the Tree. After failing to 
accomplish that task, and exposed for its duplicity, the Evil Worm was sentenced to spend the rest of its 
existence trapped in that form, until the world ends or it is transformed into its final destiny.” 


“No wonder the Worm and its children seek our destruction so passionately! It will never be free of that 
accursed existence as long as we are alive and able to choose and shape our own destinies.” 


“Precisely.” Colum smiled, as if he had gained a new convert to his religious order. “But that is only 
one explanation regarding the myth of the dragon. Another story suggests that the dragons entered into 
the world approximately the same time that the Fairy Folk did. Supposedly, they came from a 
mysterious realm totally beyond our reach or our comprehension. But they could not exist peaceably 
together. The dragons were exiled from the new realm of Belegtaur, and they were forced to form their 
own kingdom on the island of Celedrake. From there, the Great Worms keep watch over the forests of 
the Fairy Folk and on the activities of their inhabitants. But there are other kinds of dragons rumored to 
roam the world, besides the Great Silver Ones who reside on Celedrake. So that tale would only 
explain the presence of the Silver Drakes. 


“One last myth records that the dragon was the first of the eldest races to awaken. When the guardian, 
Lauradonna, began to establish order in the world, she realized that the dragons, by virtue of their 
intelligence and their free will, were unlike the dumb beasts of the field and the great lizards that 
crawled from the sea. So, instead of trapping them, as she did the great lizards when she raised the 
mountain range of Alullan around them, or attempting to tame them as she did the beasts of the field, 
she gave the dragons a choice. They could live on certain designated islands ( Celedrake or Drakondor,) 
away from the settlements of the lesser creatures (Men, Dwarves, and Avellarai), or they would be 
banned from the twelve kingdoms of the Celestial Realm. If any dragon returned to the kingdoms, it 
would be stripped of its intelligence and power. Most chose the former. One dragon from each of the 
respective islands was allowed to roam free for the space of a year, gathering information and news for 
his kingdom. 


“Tn later times, it was added to this myth that Lauradonna had assigned to the Dragon of Celedrake a 
specific task. It was to guard the island of Velatol from invasion, and it was to protect pilgrims on their 
journey to the holy isle.” 


“You said: ‘Most chose the former’. What about the others?” 


“Occasionally, it is reported that treasure seekers encounter a great drake in the bowels of an 
underground lair, or living in the ruins of an abandoned town. Most are solitary renegades, bereft of 
power and speech, mindless, savage, and hungry. These were stripped of their cunning and guile, their 
craft and their free will when they would not leave the kingdoms, or accept exile on the Dragon Isles.” 


“What about the Golden Dragons of Arion? It was rumored that an alliance existed between the Golden 
Drakes and the Avellarai during the siege of Aris. In fact, credit was given to the drakes for destroying 
the vital power bases of the Arisian Empire. If Lauradonna had decreed that no intercourse be allowed 
between drakes and humans, how...” 


“As I said earlier, we do not know which myths are true and which are false. I think that the truth of 
dragon history is interspersed among all three myths, and that not one myth or set of myths about them 


is completely true. Besides, I have heard that the Golden Drakes are far more intelligent and powerful 
than any other of the dragon races. Perhaps the Avellarai brought them along when the golden ships 
appeared out of the Southern Reaches almost two millennia ago. The Avellarai have confided to no one 
as to the exact location of their homeland. I doubt that any dragon would tell us about their origins and 
history, even if they knew.” 


Both grew silent for awhile. Tynam gathered driftwood and Colum started a fire. As they warmed their 
hands over the flames, Hakom arrived with more debris. 


“You ask many questions for a soldier,” Colum finally commented. 


“That is the only way I can learn. I know about weapons, war, tactics, and service to my lord. Such 
things as peace, dragons, holy sites, and magic are beyond my understanding.” 


“Well, I know one thing for certain, Soldier. That boy by the statues is not able to look after himself 
right now. His only concern is for his grandfather. Someone needs to keep an eye on his back.” 


“You are right, old fellow. I need to patrol the area a bit. All manner of wild creatures might be out 
tonight.” Tynam left the campfire and approached the beach. Afterwards Hakom spoke softly to Colum. 


“T heard you mention Velatol earlier this evening. What do you know of it?” He inquired. 


“Quite a bit, actually. I could talk your ears off for hours about the mythology and the legends attached 
to the sacred isle. But a song I learned years ago as a novice best summarizes the legend and its beliefs. 
It is called ‘Cathl de L;Camnwyth,’ the Lay of the Candles. 


An island in a sea of war, last refuge of the dying light. 
There dwelt the Children of Sun who lit three candles in the Night. 


One candle, to stand for love, drove away the sorrow of pain. 
One candle, to represent truth, split the Darkness with its flame. 


One candle, embodying peace, lit the path to healing again.. 


These candle flames, as one, held a hope flickering and stained, 


Battered by the torrents of suffering and bloodshed, which form the rain. 


Burning faith was the only weapon of these Daughters of the Light, 
Their task to dispel his Darkness, the final triumph of the Night. 


Their teaching comprised of the brotherhood of Man. 
Their testimony was the candles, which they guarded in the sand 


Until the Herald of Light could walk again through their land. 


Each day the Dark Power grew, until he could ravage every land. 


Finally, he turned his face against the light that long had stayed his hand. 


The storm clouds broke against the isle. 
At his command, the guardians were overthrown and slain. 


Yet even his dark presence could not dim the rising flame. 


Failing to extinguish that truth, 
He and his dark minions retreated 


To their shadowy abyss again. 


Now the candles lie unlit upon the blackened sand. 


And most have forgotten the brotherhood of Man. 


Can we of the present find 
The truth to light their flame 


Before a second darkness spread? 


Or, shall we be Children of the Night, 


And leave the candles in our shame? 


(When you feel despair, alone and weary from the strain, 
Remember this story, my child, 


And light three candles in their name.) 


A soft voice joined Colum’s as he reached the final verse. The two sang a perfect a cappella duet. Those 
who listened would have believed that the duo had rehearsed such a performance, for its execution was 
flawless. 


“Very good, Hakom. Where did you learn that final stanza? It has only been privy to the monastery 
where I spent my novitiate training, and it has only been performed before the royalty at Caran Sarn or 
Castle Rhisart.” 


“T don’t know. But the melody and the words have been in my head most of the day. The dragon 
mentioned ‘Velatol’ earlier. It must have triggered something in my memory. And I have a very short 
memory, at that. I can’t seem to remember anything before three months ago, when Malcolm and 
Redric found me wandering the street of Darkling Way, half dead and without a past.” 


Peter came running up to the campfire. He seemed excited and out of breath. 


“T thought that I heard a familiar voice. It sounded just like my father’s when he sang to me at bedtime. 
What song were you singing?” 


“Velatol: the Lay of the Three Candles. Hakom and I were discussing the legends about the isle.” 


“How do you know of the song? It was a special song. I thought that only my father and I shared it. No 
one else ever knew of it.” 


“T don’t know how I knew of it. I just do.” 


“Peter. Take close look at Hakom’s face. Did you ever see him in service to your father in the main hall, 
or in the kitchen crew, or in the royal chambers? Does look familiar at all?” 


Peter stared at Hakom for the space of a few minutes. Then he replied: 
“No. I don’t believe I ever saw him before this week when he got us stranded on that boat.” 
“Then why do I know that song?” Hakom said in exasperation, raising his hands to the sky. 


“T have no idea,” Colum replied. And to himself, he thought, but possibly you are a very clever spy. I 
shall keep both eyes on you, from now on. 


“So, why is this Velatol such an important place?” Tynam asked Colum. Hakom and Peter had both 
fallen asleep by the campfire. Tynam and Colum stood on guard by the light of the dying embers. 


“Because it is a story of hope. It proves that as long as you believe in your cause and you work for its 
fulfillment, there is the possibility for success, no matter how hopeless the odds.” 


“But the children failed! They died at the hands of the Dark Lord’s troops.” 


“No, Tynam. They succeeded. In death, they came more powerful than they had been in life. They had 
remained true to their cause. It was their undying faith and their steadfast will to win that released their 
Inner Light, a force that broke even his power of darkness and domination. Once his troops were freed 
from his mind control, they became disorganized and scattered.” 


“Well, I say that by the time the Dark Lord finally reached Velatol, the last unconquered land, he had 
over extended his troops and his supply ships. By this time, he could not effectively maintain control 
over all of his scattered armies in the Middle kingdoms and these forces began to fight among 
themselves for power. No wonder his weakened troops were too exhausted to fight the last of the rebel 
forces. Then, by brutally killing the innocents, the guardians of the candles, he unleashed the wraith of 
the resistance army on Velatol. When he made martyrs of those children, he guaranteed his own defeat 
on that island. There was no true miracle involved.” 


“So, I see the victory as a result of faith, hope, and miracle. You see it as a result of inevitability, poor 
planning and internal chaos. The outcome is the same, but we differ in our interpretation of the causes 
for it.” 


“Precisely. None the less, we must soon decide on a course of action for ourselves. We cannot stay here 
for long. Nor can we abandon the sage to a questionable fate. I was originally inquiring about Velatol 
because I thought that we might be able to obtain from the island. Could the inhabitants there provide 
us with food supplies or even a ship to return home?” 


“That is very doubtful. They keep no ships on that island. On three monks are stationed there to care 
for the candles and to provide religious services for the visiting pilgrims. The monks sleep in a one 
room, wattle and daub hut. The pilgrims must bring their own foodstuffs and tents. There are no extra 
shelters or stores of food. These monks subsist on the generosity of their visitors and on their own inner 


faith.” 


“They seem poor, in deed. Well, we can go nowhere by sea until we retrieve our sail and we make a 
new mast. Without tools or skilled labor, the task appears insurmountable, at best.” 


It was Peter’s turn to stand watch while the others slept. Only an hour remained before dawn. His wait 
would soon be over. Yet, perhaps it would not be soon enough. For Peter felt that something was 
watching him in the woods behind the camp. Something that was both malevolent and calculating. 


“Fear and Deceit are the only true weapons that the enemy has. He cannot manifest his full power in 
our presence. He is only as strong as his tools, the servants who serve as his eyes and ears in this world. 
And all they have are their lies and their illusions. They are no stronger or more powerful than a normal 
man, and they are subject to the same weaknesses and vulnerabilities that we are. They can suffer and 
die like the rest of us.” Peter could hear that advice as if it had come from his grandfather’s lips only 
yesterday. 


Small comfort, Grandfather, that I can die at their hands just as easily. I do feel fear at this moment. It is 
like a shadow cast from the woods yonder, growing and manifesting its size and power as the rising sun 
lengthens its form. 


For Peter did imagine that he saw something moving in the tree line. Two red points of light, like tiny 
fallen stars, that glowed as they became more defined. Slowly these red stars grew, and Peter got a 
closer look at his fear. The stars became eyes enclosed within a large, hungry head full of sharp, long 
teeth. The body was like that of a wolf, but much larger than any wolf that Peter had ever seen. Its 
shadow crept behind its form, and its length seemed inestimable, for it appeared to climb up the tree 
trunks themselves and to vanish in the tops of their branches. 


“Wolf! Wolf!” Peter cried out at the top of his lungs in a high pitched scream.. 


“Human! Human!” The wolf replied in a mocking tone. “Come with me and we will feast tonight. Oh, 
I have not had a young boy sup with me in ages. I promise you a meal fit for a King...of Beasts!” 


Having thus spoken, the wolf leaped forward. From the woods behind him, six other wolves of lesser 
size but like nature emerged. The rest of Peter’s companions roused themselves at the prince’s outcry. 
Tynam arose, clutching the crude spear that he had carved earlier from a long tree branch. Colum 
steadied himself on the quarterstaff that he had made from driftwood. Hakom, like a mighty bear, 
growled as he sprang from his blanket. With no sign of fear, he reached into the dying embers of the 
fire and he pulled out two firebrands. Then he charged the wolf pack. 


Tynam followed Hakom’s lead. Then he pulled up short. For he saw the looming shadow cast by the 
Alpha wolf. It reminded him of the fear that he had experienced at the lookout tower two days ago. It 
also released earlier memories from his past. A voice inside his head seemed to say: 


“Come Tynam. Return to my side. Embrace the path that you walked once before. Beyond the darkness 
is power for those who are loyal to my master.” 


“No, I shall not. My allegiance is to my prince, not to the darkness or to the false promises of power 
that you offer.” Tynam stood there, shaking his head and talking to himself. At least, that is how he 
would have seemed to the others if they had observed him. But they were too busy fighting for their 
lives. 


There were too many wolves for the company to fight. The lead wolf himself was pursuing Peter. The 
prince had been warned enough times not to enter the woods alone. But he felt that he had no other 


choice now. He plunged into the tree line breathless and almost fully possessed by his own terror. He 
ran, fell, rose up, ran, fell, and then struggled to rise again. His heart pounded so loudly in his ears that 
he was not aware of any other sounds. Hence, he did not hear the arrow whistle by his right ear. He 
barely heard the large form behind him collapse to the ground in mid-leap. He turned to see what had 
fallen back there. And, still running at full speed while looking backwards, he almost crashed into a 
figure hidden in the glade before him. This person, dressed in emerald green, held a crossbow that was 
pointed at Peter’s chest. 


Still full of fear and adrenaline, Peter glanced over the man standing before him. He had short, pointed 
ears and long, silver hair that was streaked with shades of green and gold. His skin had a dark hue, 
similar to that of the trees surrounding him. Peter realized that the man could easily blend in with the 
terrain. Only a very perspective person could pick out this hunter in the woods. For he must have been 
a hunter, judging by his clothing and by his skill with a crossbow. 


“Thank you. You have saved my life,” Peter blurted out in a gasping voice. “There are other wolves 
back there. My friends are in trouble. You must help them.” 


The man looked at Peter for a moment. Then he motioned Peter to follow him. Mystified by his 
response, Peter ran after his rescuer. The figure moved quietly and swiftly through the underbrush. 
Peter had to hurry to keep up with him, and to concentrate very hard to perceive his fast, agile guide. 
Suddenly they emerged from the woods into an open, cleared field. In the center of the clearing was a 
small village. Dominating this tiny hamlet with its towering presence was a two-story manor house. 
The sky above was clear and cloudless, filled with golden sunlight. Peter and his guide approached this 
village. 


Only then did the prince realize that the village was indeed a grove of single trees enchanted to appear 
as a scattering of small huts and cabins from a distance away. Each tree served as a house or dwelling 
for its inhabitant. And the great manor house in the middle of the grove was, in fact, a great oaken arbor 
that was twice the size of any other tree. Its branches reached out as if to protect and to envelop the rest 
of the village, and its trunk protruded up indefinitely, as if to pierce the very clouds. 


A soft melody began to fill Peter’s ears. It was subtle at first, almost inperceivable. Then it grew 
gradually in volume and fullness, like a cascade of water droplets that swell from a mere trickle into a 
mighty flood. The sweet tune began to overpower his other senses as well. Peter imagined that he was 
in a field of wild flowers. The song of spring robins filled the air. Somewhere nearby, stringed 
instruments accompanied their serenade. The scent of wild honey suckle assailed his nostrils. The air 
itself even tasted like sweet, wild honey. Before him, as his eyes focused, Peter saw a host of strange 
warriors like his guide, but they were dressed in shining coats of dark green scale. Their bronze swords 
and long swords gleamed in the noonday sun. They bore no weapons made of cold steel, iron or silver. 
A tall, strong lady was seated on a heavy, white oaken chair directly in front of Peter. A quartet of 
musicians was playing in a small pavilion behind her. Peter had no memory of wandering into this 
performance. He had completely forgotten about his friends and their dire situation. 


“Her Highness bides you welcome, young man,” said the herald beside the seated lady. Peter had taken 
no notice of his presence until this moment when the man first spoke. 


Peter nodded to his speaker. Then he gave a short bow to the lady. 


“T thank you for your hospitality, O’ Lady. I have quite accidentally stumbled into your court. My 
friends and I were under attack from a pack of wolves along the beach on the outskirts of your forest.” 


“So that is why you have come to trespass upon my realm? Do you have a name, Boy? How many are 
in your company? Why did you come to the beach in the first place? Do you know that a price is to be 
paid for passing through my kingdom? It is not cheap, I assure you.” 


Peter introduced himself. He began to relate the story of his journey to this forest. He spoke of his 
traveling companions and the part that each had played in his final arrival at this spot. He was 
interrupted several times by the lady, who cross-examined each and every step of his journey. After an 
eternity of such interruptions and questions, Peter finally reached the end of his tale. He felt hungry, 
thirsty, and very drained of energy. When he was offered a flagon of honey wine by one of the lady’s 
cupbearers, Peter gladly accepted it. By now his throat was sore and scratchy. 


“You may address me as Queen Brianna Finn Sech, ruler of the kingdom of Belegtaur. My forests 
dominate the heart of this continent, stretching from the deserted coasts of Cyfrwys Minor to the center 
of Weyst Falia. No one moves along the tree lines without my knowledge. Nothing happens on the 
boundaries of the great forests that I am not aware of. And anyone who passes through Belegtaur 
without my permission does so on peril of his life. My eyes and ears are everywhere. The forests and I 
are one.” 


So the animals and the trees are your spies, Peter thought to him 


“So what do you require of me, O’ Queen? I can, at present, give you no gold or silver, since my 
treasury is miles away in Castle Kendil. I can only offer my word as bond for my trespass here.” 


“And the word of a prince should be considered true and honest bond, redeemable upon request. 
Therefore, you will owe two boons, Prince Peter. The first, for trespassing upon my land, and the 
second, for freeing your grandfather from his prison. I will collect the first one when you come through 
my land again. For I know that you will. I shall name the favor or request at our next meeting. As for 
the second boon, I claim your grandfather’s life. After you complete this simple quest that you now 
pursue, your grandfather will return to me as counselor and sage. I would learn of the events that have 
transpired outside my realm for the last one hundred years or so.” 


“But I cannot sign over my grandfather’s life! His destiny is not mine to give away or to control.” 


“Even so, you will not complete your quest without his aid. And it is essential that you fulfill your 
quest. Your destinies are interwoven and dependent upon one another. More than you can possibly 
realize.” 


“How can you be so sure of this? You barely know us.” 


“You must trust me, Prince. I know. My people and I have gifts that you humans do not possess. We 
have a second sight. Your fate, that of your grandfather’s and of one other are closely intertwined. At 
some point in the future, the threads will unravel and separate decisively and irrevocably, never to be 
rejoined. But for now your destinies are interwoven and as one. Come now. It is time for you to leave.” 


As she had finished speaking, the music began to rise in volume again until it reached a crescendo of 
power and majestic beauty that overwhelmed Peter’s helpless senses. Enchanted by this fey melody, the 
Prince fell into a trance of wild flower fields, strange colors, and unnaturally sweet scents. Beside him 
stood a beautiful but perilous woman. Her hair was of silver and gold, though its colors seemed to shift 
and change, with alternating highlights of emerald green, earth brown, and pale yellow. Her eyes were 
of a silver hue, with sparkles of green. She was clothed in a white cream gown bound by a green sash 
belt. In her right hand was a long, bronze tipped wooden spear. The left hand of the tall and slender 
lady held a rock. 


“Now, Young Prince, take this rock and hurtle against the dragon’s body. It will release him from the 
spell. He will owe you a boon. Ask him...no, tell him to free your grandfather from the dragon breath 
spell. He will be stubborn at first. But you must press the demand, and he will be obligated to grant you 


your wish.” 
“And the wolves?” 
“Silly boy! What wolf in his right mind will stay to attack a dragon? They will all flee.” 


Peter started to protest, but he saw the futility of his present situation. She stared down at him, steel 
eyed and expectant. Peter dashed out into the clearing. He saw Hakom fighting off two large wolves. 
The giant swung an improvised driftwood club at their heads. His shirt and breeches were shredded 
from their previous attacks. Two dead wolves lay beneath his feet. Colum, on Hakom’s right, was 
fending off another beast with his quarterstaff. His reactions were slow, and the left sleeve of his robe 
was torn and bloody. The wolf seemed to be wearing him down. The last wolf was throwing himself 
against the statue of Aldrian. It was as if it intended to break the crystalline form of the helpless sage. 
Then it stopped and sniffed the air. It turned its head and it looked directly at Peter. 


The young prince hesitated no longer. He threw the rock as hard as he could at the form of the crystal 
dragon. The rock bounced off the statue harmlessly, generating a tiny spark. The spark then faded. The 
last wolf charged forward. Peter, though quite terrified at that moment, reached down to draw a half- 
burnt brand from the cold ashes of the campfire. At least I shall die like a man, not a coward, he 
thought. 


The interior of the crystal dragon began to glow. Sparks of light illuminated its inner form, dancing 
beneath its crystal coat of mail. A small circle of light burst forth from the body, followed by a larger 
rainbow explosion of cascading light. Wave after wave of multicolored light continued to issue from 
the crystal form. Finally, a single flash of white light emanated forth, overpowering the other bands of 
light, and robbing everyone in the vicinity of their sight. An ear splitting roar cut through the white 
blindness. The thundering voice bellowed out for long, agonizing moments. Then, having released most 
of its rage, the dragon relented. 


When their eyesight had returned, the three companions could see the remains of the wolves in the 
sand. Pieces of the crystalline predators were scattered everywhere. The dragon had turned them into 
crystal with its breath and then had shattered the new statues with its roar. Satisfied with the carnage 
that it had wrought, the great beast departed. 


Aldrian was not in sight. Colum and Hakom quickly descended upon the young prince. He began to 
relate his story to them. Then he turned to glance toward the woods. The tall and beautiful Fey Queen 
was gone. Naturally his companions thought that Peter had imagined the whole encounter in the forest. 
According to them, he had only been gone a short time, perhaps a few minutes at best. It seemed to 
Peter that half a day had past since his flight from the beach. As they began to ponder this discrepancy, 
Hakom noticed a body lying beneath one of the shattered wolves. 


Turning the body over, Hakom discovered that Aldrian was still alive, although he had lost a small 
amount of blood from a head wound. Colum hurried over to minister to his master’s injury. Peter kept 
glancing toward the forest. But there was no movement in the tree line. Still, he kept watching the 
dreaded woods, as if expecting some new threat to emerge from the forest. Then he heard a moan from 
the figure cradled in Colum’s arms. Peter rushed to his grandfather’s side. 


“Grandfather! What happened to you? I thought that the dragon had taken you again.” 


“He could have easily turned me into a statue again had I remained at his side. Whatever you did to 
break the enchantment over the dragon also freed me. Yes, to anticipate your question, I was aware of 
every thing around me, even when I was a statue. When I became myself again, I started to run for the 
underbrush by the tree line. Then, in my haste, I tripped over the corpse of a wolf and I hit my head on 
that rock. That is all I remember.” 


“Apparently the dragon must have been more interested in destroying the wolves than in harming any 
of us,” Colum interjected. 


Peter could not help but to wonder about how much his grandfather knew concerning those who dwelt 
in the great forest. Had he ever had the opportunity to meet and converse with the beautiful but cunning 
Fey Queen, the boy mused. 


“You played your part well, Draug Adan. You chased the young prince directly into our arms.” The 
Queen watched the four companions from the cover of the woods. She spoke to another without 
breaking her gaze. 


“Easy for you to say, Queen Brianna. Your archer might have killed me if the bolt had struck an inch or 
two lower in my chest.” The shadow dominated wolf rolled over on its side. Her attendants began to 
tend to the ugly arrow wound. 


“This temporary alliance is for our mutual benefit. My servants could never have left the forest in order 
to lure the boy here. That accursed guardian, Lauradonna, bound my people to these wild woods when 
we first arrived on this shore. If the old man was left in his crystalline state, the others could not 
complete their quest. And your master will never gain access to the hidden lands without their 
guidance. If your master can break the power of the Guardian in Issenlonde, then my people and I will 
be free to leave this realm. Finally free after a wait of over three thousand years!” 


“Yes. You overstate the obvious very well, Brianna Finn Sech. Even if my master fails, you shall still 
benefit when the old man and his boy pass by your realm again on their homeward journey. 


“My wound is nearly healed, thanks to the work of your attendants. I must leave now to continue my 
vigil on our pathfinders. Goodbye.” 


“Goodbye, Dark Wolf.” 


“T do not trust him, Your Majesty,” said the archer to the Queen when the shadow wolf had 
lumbered out of their sight. 


“Nor do I. His darkness and that of his master have no true power over us. He cannot enter into this 
realm except by my leave. Yet, if the Guardian and her human allies fall before him and the power of 
Velatol is extinguished as well, perhaps we will not be able to resist his corruption. If all the natural 
laws are overthrown, then the land itself may turn against us. We control nature and we warp it to our 
will, but if the order that upholds it is destroyed...” 


“You speculate too much, My Lady. You should not worry over what might happen. Perhaps the 
Guardian will destroy him and thereafter be too weakened to enforce the oath that our people 
grudgingly took. Or mayhap the Lord of Shadows and his adversary will both be eliminated in the 
confrontation. Then we can carve out as large a kingdom as we desire.” 


“No, Archer. There would be others to oppose our plans for conquest. We will never be able to remake 
this world into a realm of forests. The Avellarai, the Dwarves of Suthdor, the Dragons of Celedrake, 
Drakondor and Arion, the Trolls, the Scaladee, the Loshdhel, and the Arisians would all stand in our 
way. It would be better to be content with our own portion...for now. 


“But keep an eye on that shadow beast. And have our scouts in the outer forests follow the progress of 
the prince and his ragtag company. Just in case they need our aid.” 


“Yes, Your Majesty. After all, you have no personal stake in this project, yourself.” 


“No, of course not. Now, be off with you.” 


And all this time, her thoughts were focused on the gentleman, Aldrian and his grandson, the future 
king. That is why she did not notice the squat figure concealed in the undergrowth only thirty feet to 
her right. She lingered a few minutes more, spying on their camp. Then she departed deeper into the 
forest maze. Some time thereafter the watcher also left, careful to prowl the outer edge of the tree line. 


Chapter Eleven: A Scaladean Holiday 


“T would caution you not to mention to anyone your encounter with the queen, my friend.” 


“Why not, Colum? Did I do something wrong?” Peter and the young apprentice sat on the beach. The 
Prince continued to throw pebbles into the receding water. 


“Some people might deem that it was wrong for you to talk to her. They think that she is evil and filled 
with sin. For you to associate with her, even though you did not make any deals or agreements with her, 
would put you in a bad light...” 


“So, mayhap I don’t care what other people think! This is my quest! It is my responsibility to find my 
father, not theirs! It is none of their business what I do!” 


“But it is their business! You are the prince! You maybe the only responsible one left to govern your 
country. Especially if we do not find your father!” His voice trailed off as he finished. 


So the Royal Court would judge me! The Church would judge me! So be it! Let them condemn me. I 
only hope I didn’t lose my grandfather’s soul in my attempt to save his life. I can only pray that no one 
(especially Colum) finds out about my agreement with the queen. 


And so Peter walked away from his only close friend, Colum, to sit down a distance away from the 
others and brood over his decisions. Hakom and the sage looked out to sea, too preoccupied in their 
own conversation to take notice of the prince. 


“Tt has been at least two hours since we last saw Tynam. Where could he have gone? I refuse to believe 
that he is a coward or a deserter.” 


“T don’t know, old man. The last I saw of him, he was running into the woods in pursuit of the dire wolf 
that was chasing Peter. That was not the act of a coward. It was foolhardy, perhaps, but certainly not an 
act of desertion. 


“Perhaps something happened to him in the enchanted woods. I shall not lie to you. I have heard many 
strange tales about that forest and the Fairy Folk who dwell there. The customers who visited the inn 
where I once worked filled my ears with their talk about the White Lady without mercy and her Fey 
Court. Every day I heard a new rumor about a traveler who trespassed into those woods and never 
returned.” 


“Calm yourself, Hakom. In my youth, I had some dealings with the denizens of that forest and their 
‘enchanted’ queen. As you can plainly see, I survived those encounters relatively unscathed. Ironically, 
she said that someday I would return to her and that I would never willingly leave her side again. Now, 
isn’t that ridiculous?” 


“T was gathering herbs and learning about the healing secrets of nature. Silly boy that I was, I thought 
that I could discover the formula for the gift of immortality. All I needed were the right ingredients for 
my potion. I was young and I thought that I was invincible, that nothing was beyond my grasp or my 
accomplishment. Of course, I was wrong. And I returned from the great forest an older and wiser man” 


Peter came running up to them. He was pointing toward some distant object on the horizon. Far away 
in the east, a silver trail of sparkles streaked across the afternoon sky. There was a matching silver 
reflection in the distant water below it. Aldrian began to shout vehemently in an unknown tongue. 
Hakom looked puzzled. Peter explained: 


“T believe that my grandfather is swearing in some ancient, forgotten language. Possibly it is an obscure 
dialect of Old Avellarian. He does that when he is exceedingly angry, but he does not wish to offend 


” 


me. 


“He is swearing? Still, that is such a bad example to set for you whether or not you understand him. 
What manner of man...?” 


“A very strange one, to say the least. Please help me calm him down.” 
After several minutes, Aldrian’s anger had subsided. Then he revealed to them the cause of his rage. 


“You mean to say that the Dragon changed our entire ship to crystal? Why would he do that?” the 
bewildered Colum babbled. 


“He didn’t want us to follow him. It was a final act of vengeance to ensure that none of us would come 
near Celedrake or Velatol.” 


Together, the four companions watched the Sea Hawk slowly sink into the sea. 


“We can go no further.” Aldrian and his friends looked out to sea. There was no land in sight beyond 
the Eastern Ocean. The sun had disappeared behind the forest maze to the west. The four companions 
stood on a promontory overgrown with heather. To their left, rising towards the northern sky, was an 
ancient cliff face, solid, stark gray, and steep. Its slick, sea-washed surface revealed no obvious 
footholds. 


“Tt is obvious that we can’t proceed forward. What are our options? Should we return to the South? We 
dare not venture into the forest. Brianna Fenn Sech will probably be watching for us if we cross into 
her domain.” Colum addressed his question to the entire company, even though it seemed directed to 
the sage. 


“We can’t go south. At least not the way we came. I saw three sets of sails behind us two days ago. I 
don’t think that the old forester and his family stopped all of the traffic passing through his toll bridge. I 
fear for his safety.” 


“Tf we don’t turn south and travel along the coastline, then where do we go?” the prince asked. 


“T think that we have traveled far north of Belegtaur’s borders. We should be on the southern side of the 
Scaladean forest by now. These cliffs mark the beginning of the great divide between the two realms. If 
we travel along the edge of the Scaladean forest, we might be safe. Approximately a hundred miles due 
west of the current tree line runs the White Mountain Range. Once we cross through the Eastern Pass 
of Bearn Riabhach, the Grey Gap, we will enter the realm of Loshdhel, the home of the White Queen. 
Perhaps then we shall be safe.” 


“A hundred miles! I cannot walk a hundred feet at present. I am very tired and very hungry. Even my 


blisters are growing new blisters.” Peter was sitting among a bed of heather and rubbing his aching 
feet. Colum sat down by his side and he began to attend to the Prince’s needs. He washed the dried 
blood from the boy’s feet and then applied a mixture of crushed herbs to his wounds. Finally he bound 
the prince’s feet with strips of fresh clothe torn from a ruined shirt. 


“Ow! Thank you, Colum. I think that I can stand now. Perhaps when I am king, I shall found a small 
hospice in your name.” 


“Tt seems that you are doing exactly the same work that would be required of you if you had stayed in 
that small village where I first met you several years ago,” Aldrian joked, admiring his apprentice’s 
sensitivity to Peter’s needs. 


“Yes. Perhaps there will be a medal in it for me, or a title such as Barber to the Order of the Prince’s 
Feet,” the mendicant quipped in response. 


“Now, if only we could find some relief from our internal suffering. All we have to eat every night 
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“Rabbits! Freshly killed, delicious rabbits!” a voice boomed out behind the young prince, breaking his 
delicate train of thought. 


Everyone else jumped as well. Hakom had suddenly appeared behind the company without warning. 
They found it quite puzzling that the huge man could move so silently in spite of his great bulk and 
apparent clumsiness. There is so much about this stranger that we do not know, Peter thought to 
himself. 


“Did you see any sign of Tynam?” Aldrian asked. 


“No sir, I did not. But I had a chilling sensation along the back of my neck, like when I feel that 
someone is watching me with hostile intent. Then I turned to see two pairs of beady, dark and cold eyes 
followin’ my every move. I charged after my observers, but they fled deeper into the forest.” 


“Were they tall and powerful warriors?” 
“Did they move as silent stalkers, like the wolves we fought?” 


“No, no. None of those. They were short and bony with dark skins and large heads. The eyes that 
peered from those over-sized heads burned with a feeling of curiosity...or hatred. I don’t know which. 
And the ears on those heads were enormous as well. They measured half the size of those heads and 
fully the length. And the pointed tops of those ears towered well above their hairlines. Black was the 
color of their hair, a shade much darker than their skin. The skin itself had the texture of burnt leather, 
rough and singed.” 


“Duende? Could it be?” Aldrian asked himself aloud. Then he continued. “Duende. The Avellarai refer 
to them as ‘Lutten’, or goblin-kin. They believe that the Duende were the original inhabitants of the 
Eastern Continent, Wraithlonde. No one knows if their current appearance is their true one. Perhaps the 
Dark Lord warped their nature when he appeared in their land several millennia ago. We know that he 
enslaved them and easily turned them to his will shortly after his arrival. They served in his army as 
foot soldiers and as lackeys when he invaded the Middle Realm two thousand years ago. After his 
defeat, they retreated into the caves and the foothills of Old Loshdhel, where they waged a guerilla 
campaign against the survivors of the Winter kingdom. Then the Scaladee awoke in their deep caverns 
beneath the mountains of Old Loshdhel and Trule. Because of the Scaladee incursions on their lands to 
the north, and the attacks of the Duende raiding parties in the east, the inhabitants of Loshdhel were 
forced to retreat behind the protection of the White Mountain Range.” 


“Then Scaladea was originally a province of Old Loshdhel?” Colum ventured a guess. 


“Yes. And Trule was a province as well. Trule had an uneasy relationship with Old Loshdhel. Trule was 
treated as a smaller, vassal state of Loshdhel. On its northern borders, Trule is encircled by the islands 
of Khelektol, Loslonde, and Nimir. These are all Avellarian kingdoms that owe total fealty to 
Issenlonde. During the invasion of the Dark Lord’s forces, the armies of the Middle kingdoms were 
defeated and dispersed. The clans of Trule took advantage of the confusion and rebelled. The small 
garrisons in the North were destroyed and their fortresses burnt down. After the war, Trule was able to 
retain its independence. The threats of the Scaladee and the wandering Duende war parties prevented 
the Loshdhel from fielding an army that could reconquer the territories in the North. Finally the 
weakened forces of the Loshdhel were pushed back to the security of their mountain walls. Never again 
would the Loshdhel extend their authority east beyond the White Mountains or north above the Bay of 
Silver Water.” 


Aldrian paused. A heavy silence hung over them. Then Colum spoke. 


“So, are we going to have to fight these creatures on our forced march to the White Mountains in the 
west?” 


“Hopefully not. I only plan to stay on the outskirts of the forest for a short time. Perhaps a day or two at 
the most. If we are careful and alert, we may be able to avoid their hunting parties in the woods 
altogether. Once we are away from the coastline, I intend to cut across the countryside and head 
directly west toward the White Mountains.” 


“What kind of terrain will we encounter once we leave the forest, Grandfather?” 


“Scaladea is an interesting land, Peter. It is divided into two kinds of terrain. There is a lower country, 
which is comprised of rolling hills, deep, long valleys and small lakes. The upper country is less fertile. 
Rugged hills, mountain plateaus, broad, deep vales and narrow valleys mark its landscape. Deep inlets, 
sometimes miles long, score the Eastern Coast and intrude on the great cliff walls of the North. These 
cliff walls reach almost to the sky, forming an impenetrable line of defense against an invasion from the 
islands to the North. A ship’s captain is hard pressed to find a safe harbor along that coast. Great chunks 
of ice, some the size of a small island, often crash into the coastline, crushing anything between them 
and the great cliff walls. Better harbors are found in Trule to the west. But the danger is even greater 
there, owing to the ferocity of the troll clans and their animosity towards outsiders. 


“The North is not entirely inhospitable. A few narrow strips of fertile land along the eastern coastline or 
in the great valleys provide some subsistence for what few inhabitants that now remain.” 


“Well, Iam hungry now, Grandfather. Let Hakom prepare one last hearty meal for us before we embark 
upon this journey of exploration.” 


A dark figure crawled through the undergrowth. He had explored these woods for days now, but he was 
no closer to tracking the Fey Queen than when he had first begun. He had traveled in a progressively 
western direction, but he had failed to penetrate the interior of the forest. It seemed as though the trees 
themselves had moved together to block his passage. He felt like he had been herded in a great circle 
around the perimeter of the woods, for he was never more than a stone’s throw away from the edge of 
the tree line. He had seen the Fey Queen and her companions disappear into the interior of the woods. 
When he tried to follow in their direction, he found neither a trail nor path nor open gap leading into 
the darkened landscape. 


I’m trapped in a hedge maze of oak and pine, he thought to himself. Yet he also wondered if there was 
some higher purpose for his misguided meandering in these woods. 


Then, through a break in the tree line, he thought that he had caught a glimpse of a small party of 
travelers some fifty yards away, traipsing through an open meadow. The smallest of these figures 
looked familiar, though he could not be for certain at this distance. The growth of the underbrush also 
helped to obscure his vision and to add doubt to his certainty. He decided to parallel their movement 
rather than suddenly rush out to encounter them. Perhaps he could discern their identities and their 
purpose for being here after he studied them for awhile. His concentration was slipping now. Mayhap, 
these days of hunger had weakened him in the strange woods. He could not remember when he had 
originally entered the forest or for what purpose. His last vivid memory was of drinking from a cool, 
green stream. Then he felt compelled to follow the mysterious Fey Lady and her company deeper into 
these woods. He tried to remember events before that time, but nothing came to mind. 


Suddenly, in a fit of panic, he tried to leave the woods. He ran forward and crashed into a tree. 
Recovering his feet, he tried again. But no matter where he looked in the next few panic stricken 
moments, he could not find a gap between the trees that was large enough to squeeze through. It was as 
if the trees were conspiring against him. 


Then he felt a chill arch across the back of his neck. Despite his fear, he recognized that response from 
his fog ridden past. He knew that he was being watched. Slowly he turned his head to observe the spies. 
Two pair of bright, piercing eyes met his, if only for a brief second. Then the watchers broke free of his 
gaze, and they vanished back into the forest. 


His immediate impulse was to follow them. But some distant memory held him back. “Duende?” he 
said to himself. But why are they traveling this far south? 


He prepared himself to follow them, but then he remembered the strangers. He returned his gaze out to 
the meadow, oblivious to everything else. He did not hear a small tree branch snap nearby. He looked 
out over the golden meadow again, but now saw no sign of his quarry. 


Two large hands suddenly covered his mouth and eyes. A pair of huge arms wrapped around his chest, 
pinning his shoulders to their sides with a vise like grip. The pressure on his torso increased with every 
squeeze of his opponent’s flexing muscles. His breath began to come in short, red tinged bursts. Finally, 
it was too much effort to remain conscious. Giving in to his pain, the tracker slipped into cool, dark 
oblivion. 


Four companions stood on a golden hilltop. A rolling meadow lay before them. Beyond this stretch of 
grassland, to their north, was a blacken farmhouse, streaked with white. A darkened field filled with 
burnt crops and ashes surrounded the ruined structure. The menacing forest of Belegtaur was a mere 
two hundred yards behind them. 


“Did you hear something?” Colum asked Aldrian. 


“Tt was probably just the wind. If it was something in the woods, it is too far away to threaten us. And, 
therefore, it is of no concern of ours.” 


“Grandfather. This is the third farmhouse that we have chanced upon. Its appearance is the same as the 
others. It has been razed or attacked. And look at the poor crops. It appears that the fields have been 
burned. Who would do such a terrible thing?” 


“Any number of people or possibilities come to mind. It could be the work of Scaladee raiders or 
Duende scavengers. We won’t know for certain until we take a look,” Colum offered as he headed 
down the hill. 


“Now, Colum, are you not acting just a bit hasty? After all, we do not know what might still be down 


there.” 


“Precisely, Hakom. That is what I intend to discover,” he shouted over his shoulder as he proceeded 
farther down the hill. 


The others began to run in order to keep up with him. Colum stopped on the outskirts of the field. The 
ruined cabin was a hundred feet away. The mendicant stooped to examine the soil. 


“Ash, as we expected. The crops were burnt.” 


“That is right, Stranger. Burnt! The Lootem war party took what seemed good to them, and then they 
burnt the rest,” a voice boomed out from the dilapidated shack. Slowly, a tall figure emerged, bearing a 
long polearm. 


“What is it to you, anyway?” 


“Good Sir, Iam Colum of the Order of the Sun. When someone has been injured or mistreated, then it 
is a matter of justice to me. And I make it my business.” 


“And what about your companions?” 
“They are my friends. They usually stick by me.” 


“Either they are stupid or good friends, then it seems. Perhaps both. I would offer you a cup of mead, 
but it is gone. Taken with the rest of the jugs of mead and ale by the raiders. I think that they would 
have poisoned my well too, if they could have spared the time.” 


“How many?” 


“Maybe thirty or forty folk. I can’t count higher than that. They took everything that they could carry 
off. I lost my sheep as well, and a good milking cow. They left just shortly before you arrived. My 
overlord, the Scaladee reeve, is going to be awful disappointed when he hears the news. He is due here 
for the rent in a week or two.” 


“You are a vassal to a Scaladee?” Peter asked in shock. 


“Most of the tenant farmers around here are. Those Scaladee treat us fair. They take a percentage of the 
crops and the dairy products and a few of the sheep in exchange for allowing us to farm the land. There 
are no taxes, or military service, or other duties required like in the south beyond the forest. And they 
don’t ask us to choose a human to be eaten each month like the Trolls beyond the big mountain range. 
No, sir. The Scaladee are right civilized folk as compared to some.” 


After that statement, he said no more. The company passed the afternoon in his cabin. For supper, they 
partook of the rabbits that Hakom had captured earlier that day, and of the berries that Aldrian and 
Colum had gathered in the forest. Their only drink was the well water that, as the farmer had foreseen, 
the raiders had not poisoned. 


That night the party slept outside the ruined cabin. Hakom kept watch for the latter part of the night. 
Shortly before dawn, he roused his companions. When they asked the reason he had interrupted their 
rest, he pointed to the west. 


“There is a fire on the horizon. It is probably not more than five miles away. The raiders must be 
passing through this area again. Their chief must not be satisfied with their previous loot,” Colum 
observed. 


“We better pack our belongings and move on. Perhaps our host will decide to accompany us. It is not 
safe for him to be here,” Aldrian commented. 


“No, not on your life. I’m staying here. This was my father’s land and his father’s before him. I’m the 


last of my kin. I have nowhere else to go.” 
“What about Loshdhel? Surely you would be safe there,” Aldrian interjected. 


“No. I don’t anyone there. I don’t rightly trust them either. I have heard them described as cruel, nose- 
in-the-air, snotty people. There is no place for poor, common folk like me in their high and mighty 
society. Besides, I have to give a report to my overlord when he comes through here.” 


“T have an idea. Why don’t we stay with you and we meet this high and mighty Scaladee overlord. 
Perhaps he might know what happened to...” 


“No, no and no! The Scaladee is a chieftain. His name is Olaff. The Scaladee don’t take kindly to 
strangers, especially nobles, like some of you. They only deal with humans that they know and trust. 
And they have known my family for many years. I take the lot of you with me, and they might kill and 
eat all of us just out of spite. No. If you are going, you had best be on your way now. Don’t fret about 
me. I will be safe. The Lootem won’t kill a man marked for life by the Scaladee.” He took off the 
leather hat that he always wore. There was a strange birthmark on his forehead. It resembled an old 
rune used by some ancient race that walked this land before the arrival of the Loshdhel or the Avellarai. 


Aldrian and Colum were taken back by this sight. 


“Perhaps you will be safe. It is rumored that the Scaladee are a very ancient people and as such, they 
wield great fear and great respect from the Duende and the other races. The rune that you bear is a sign 
of their elder, mystical power. Now, we must depart. Goodbye.” 


For the next three days, the companions fled south and west. They were always just a half-day’s march 
before the rampaging hordes of Duende raiders. Through marsh and moor, golden meadows and grassy 
plains they trod, barely ahead of the destructive wave rolling unimpeded behind them. 


Finally, the companions stopped. They were about two hundred feet south of a small-forested area. 
Weariness had overcome the weakest among them, the small Prince. As he collapsed to the ground, 
Peter could see the red foothills of Dearg Fornecht a few miles away. The White Mountains towered 
majestically beyond them. Somewhere, in the shadows falling behind those hills was the Grey 
Watchtower of Dur Lios Rath, the guardian fortress of the only pass to Loshdhel, Bearn Riabhach. 


“We are at last in sight of our goal. We need but a short rest before the final run to Loshdhel. Perhaps 
Hakom or Colum can flush out some game for supper in those nearby woods.” 


At last our goal is in sight, he says. Every time he makes a statement like that, something goes wrong. I 
bet we don’t get to the safety of those mountains, Hakom thought to himself. I have a bad feeling in my 
gut about this. 


Hakom and Colum disappeared into the forest. The sun was nearly set when they returned. Hakom held 
two game hens, one in each of his two enormous fists, and Colum brought forth a gathering of four 
large eggs, gently cradled in the folds of his outstretched tunic. 


“T have some bad news for you. We came upon other kinds of tracks in those woods. Some were small 
and three toed like the footprints of the Duende. Others were large and heavy. Hakom’s footprints look 
small in comparison to them.” 


“Confound the luck!” Peter lamented. ““We are too exhausted to press on. We need at least a good half 
night’s rest.” 


“We will stay here for a few hours in any event. With a little luck, we can travel along the edge of the 
forest unobserved until we enter the foothills. I don’t think that the Duende will move much closer to 


the borders of Loshdhel. The longbow of the Loshdhel archers is noted for its deadly accuracy. And the 
ones who garrison the Grey Tower are renown for their skill above all others in the Middle Realm.” 


Aldrian would not let them light a fire that night. Peter had to eat his pheasant egg raw and his meat 
cold. The contents of his stomach continually churned that night. He could not drop off to sleep. So he 
was partially awake when the theft occurred that evening. 


Aldrian had posted a double watch for that night. Colum was preoccupied with the Office of Night 
Prayer. Hakom was obsessed with worry, wondering what sort of creature could make footprints larger 
than his own. He was also haunted by guilt over the loss of Tynam, even though the fault was not his. 
He was so distracted by these thoughts that he did not notice the stealthy approach of a solitary figure 
in the tall grass. 


Peter thought that he heard a soft ‘twang’, like that made by a short bow. He immediately heard a soft 
thud, like that of an object impacting into a leather pouch. He turned his head in time to see a leather 
backpack being drug into the tall grass. An arrow was embedded in the pack, and a thin rope was 
attached to the short bolt. As it neared the edge of the overgrown grass, two spindly hands reached out 
to grab the leather pack. 


The prince recovered from his stunned vigil and let out a yell, which immediately alerted the camp. 
Everyone rallied around the boy. Two waves of movement marked the passage of the hidden figures 
through the tall, yellow grass. Suddenly two slender, dark skinned forms ran into the woods. At the 

edge of the tree line, Colum halted the pursuing party. 


“This could be a trap designed to lure us inside. We must be cautious and alert.” 


“Oh, Colum. You say that about everything. I fear that I have over-trained you in the use of observation 
and reasoning. Let us run in and catch these thieves.” 


The four plunged into the forest, led by the sage. The two sets of tracks were easy to follow through the 
muddy trail. The path came to an abrupt end at the base of two trees. Everyone but Peter gathered 
around the trees and looked up. The Prince ventured past them through the narrow gap between the 
trees. He let out a cry of joy. In some bushes, fifty feet away, lay the strewn contents of his pack. As the 
boy began to move forward, Colum cried out for him to stop. 


“Peter, there is a trip vine directly in front of you. Don’t move. You will probably set off a trap. See that 
pile of leaves almost beneath your feet? It may cover a large pit filled with spears. Step back. I'll 
retrieve your backpack.” 


Colum ran back a few feet. Then he made a daring leap into the air, clearing both the trip vine and the 
pile of leaves. “Aha!” he proclaimed as he made a safe landing in the center of the bushes. Then he 
noticed a small hunter’s net below his feet closing up around him. The next moment he was airborne 
again, his body now imprisoned in the entangling net. 


The taunt vine before Peter’s feet snapped after Colum triggered the net trap. A loud ‘thunk’ sounded 
behind those who were gathered around the gap in the trees. A thick log, suspended from two strong 
vines, swung down from the top of the trees and it collided with the surprised trio. Aldrian lost his 
balance and crashed into Peter. They both plunged through the center of the pile of leaves into the 
concealed pit. A very thin safety net broke their fall. It prevented them from dropping onto the twelve 
spears that lined the bottom of the pit. Its fragile construction also discouraged them from struggling to 
climb out of this deep trap. 


Hakom was dazed by the sudden impact from the log, but he did not lose his footing. He carefully 
stepped away from the edge of the ambush pit. Then he began to search around for a vine sturdy 
enough to support his companions’ weight. He did not hear the stealthy approach of the two eight foot 


giants. He barely looked up in time to see the cold gleam of their coal black eyes and the stone grimace 
of their twisted faces. Then he felt the brute strength of their wooden clubs across his back before he 
collapsed. 


“Bring forth the prisoners.” 


A cold rain tore across the young prince’s face. He could barely see through the driving wind that 
whipped through this desolate valley. There was no sign of vegetation, trees, or grass. Only boulders 
and rocks, stone and rubble were in sight. The canyon walls seemed to be fifty or sixty feet high. The 
length of the valley was indeterminable. Darkness and shadow masked its depth and kept its secrets. 


He knew better than to struggle against the ropes. His arms and legs were bruised by their constriction. 
His hands seemed almost numb from lack of circulation. These stone giants had lugged the boy and his 
companions for four days now as easily as a young traveler might bear his backpack over a leisurely 
hike. Their pace never quickened or slowed. 


The four companions were unceremoniously dropped in the center of a very large circle of stones or 
monoliths. A great bonfire blazed near its center. As his eyes became adjusted to the glare of the 
firelight, Peter realized that the monoliths were alive. The expression on their cruel, twisted faces 
matched those of his captors. 


< Why do you trespass upon our boundaries, Foolish Ones? > said the tallest one as he raised Peter’s 
head with his outstretched right hand. 


Peter heard something like a low grinding noise, but he could not comprehend its meaning. Upon 
failing to receive a response from the boy, the giant gently slapped his right cheek. Peter felt a taste of 
blood in his mouth. Then he spit out part of a tooth. 


< Again, I ask you! Speak, boy. Why do you spy upon our lands? > The giant raised his hand a second 
time, as if to strike the boy again with a more forceful blow. 


“Stop! Stop! He is only a boy. He does not understand your language,” Hakom cried out, disturbed by 
the inquisitor’s brutality. 


< That one who is only half our size. At least he has the courage to speak. Do you understand our 
language, Strange One? > The giant turned his attention now to Hakom. 


“Hakom! Are you crazy? They don’t understand our language. These people are brutal, stone savages, 
probably descended from trolls. They will eat us as soon as look at us,” Colum spoke out, exasperated 
by Hakom’s apparent show of stupidity. 


“Wait! I believe that I can understand a bit of their crude tongue. Let me try to communicate with 
them.” 


“Oh, great!” Aldrian lamented in his turn. “That big, fat jerk will manage to get the rest of us eaten. 
And they will probably spare him to clean up the dishes after we have been devoured.” 


“The Scaladee do not eat humans normally,” he retorted. “Unless they are very hungry or they feel that 
it is necessary to teach the humans a lesson. What’s the matter, Aldrian? Don’t you remember what the 
old farmer told us about this race?” He scolded the old sage. Then Hakom ignored his friends and he 


directed his full attention to his captors. 
< Why did you bring us here? What have we done? > 


< O’ Chieftain, the human asks, in badly spoken words, why we have brought him to our lair. > The 
one on the chieftain’s right translated. 


< Ask him why he conspires with our enemy, the Duende? Why do the humans rebel against us and 
raid our farms? Why do they kill their own kind to deprive us of food? > The chieftain replied. 


The Scaladee translator spoke with Hakom for several minutes. The burly man tried to choose his 
words and their implied meanings carefully, fearing that the wrong interpretation might be fatal. 


< He says that he and his friends are not in a conspiracy with the Duende. He claims that they stumbled 
upon two Duende by accident, and that they are not spies. > 


< They lie! Our hunters found them in a Duende glade and not very far from a Duende camp. Prepare 
them for execution. But first, search their belongings for any information on Duende movements. > 


< Sir! What about the other prisoner? > 


< Oh, yes. Forgot about him. He is the final proof that they are liars. He was found in a Duende grove 
less than half of one mile south of the first attacks on our farmlands. Bring him forth and let him share 
their fate. > 


To the complete surprise of the company, two Scaladee hunters dragged in yet another human prisoner. 
He was thrown down a few feet before the fire. Though he was disheveled and tortured, his features 
were still recognizable to all. 


“Tynam! Thank the Guardians that you are still alive!” Colum cried out. 
“Bah! There goes our last chance for rescue!” Aldrian commented somewhat disgruntedly. 


< He has the taint of the shadow upon him. The Dark One has touched him recently! > The translator 
exclaimed to his chieftain. 


< They seem to know him, and you claim that he is in league with the Darkness. Do we need any other 
proof of their betrayal? Cursed be the Darkness and the Guardians alike! Why can’t these ‘Greater 
Powers’ leave my people in peace? > 


Another Scaladee guard approached the chieftain. He scattered many articles upon the ground. The 
chieftain rummaged through most of the objects. Then he held up something closer to the firelight. His 
face wore a look of disbelief. He spoke quickly to the translator. 


< Where did you obtain the ruined badges, little man? > 


< These are the badges of King Harold, who disappeared while traveling on a peace mission in your 
country. The other badges belong to Peter, his son, and Aldrian, High Sage and father of the wife of 
Harold. They came in search of the missing king. > 


< What other proof do you have of your mission besides these badges? > 


<The sage called Aldrian recovered King Harold’s ring from a wandering peddler or merchant. Its gem 
glows ever so faintly as long as the king is alive. The sage bears it in a pocket inside his ruined cloak. > 


The translator spoke a moment to the chieftain. Two guards grabbed Aldrian and brought him to his 
feet. After a thorough search, they found the ring. Aldrian vehemently protested its seizure, all to no 
avail. The chieftain studied this circlet very closely. Finally he spoke. 


< Yes, I remember this ring. Ask the little man where it was found. > 


< He says that the peddler recovered it in the undergrowth near Anvil Pass, some two miles south of 
Gravel Stone Road. > 


< That was near the meeting place for the conference, where we were ambushed by human archers... 
and something else! A creature that walked like a man led our adversaries. But he had a power of deceit 
or of illusion like that of the Dark One. My best archers could not hit their targets, but the aim of our 
enemies was always true. It was some kind of poisoned arrow that slays the fiercest Scaladee as easily 
as a mortal fells a tree. I ordered a retreat to regroup our forces. King Harold spotted another gathering 
of archers waiting in ambush. He personally led the charge of his Kendilean knights while I rallied my 
warriors. I returned with reinforcements, but I found no sign of the king and his elite guard. The only 
ones in sight were the bodies of my Scaladee bodyguards and the brave Kendilean soldiers. > 


< And some were stripped of their armor by the scavengers before the second Scaladee army arrived. 
These new forces drove off or killed most of the plunders, but they could not determine the fate of the 
king or the creature we call the Deceiver, > Hakom said aloud as if he could read the chieftain’s mind. 


The chieftain pushed his translator aside. He looked very intently into Hakom’s face. He decided to try 
to speak to the little man alone, without the help or hindrance of another. 


< Why, yes. You are right. You speak as if you were there that awful day. > 


< Perhaps I was. But I do not know if I served as a Kendilean soldier or...as a mercenary for the 
deceiver’s forces that day. I may have been one of those scavengers that were driven away. My memory 
is faulty at best. Mayhap I know of these things from the talk I overheard at the inn of Dark Heart 
Hollow. Many thieves and rogues hang out in there with their mercenary friends. I cannot say with any 
certainty. > 


< You are no back stabber or recalcitrant. I can sense the ring of truth in your voice. Although you seem 
to be a bumbling and timid fellow, I see the gleam of honesty in your eyes. > 


< But it appears that we are no closer to the truth than when Peter, the boy, and his grandfather, the 
dirty, grumpy sage set out from Castle Kendil many months ago. How will ever find the missing king? 
> Hakom lamented. 


The chieftain turned his back on Hakom, abruptly ending their dialogue. The five companions were 
herded into a cavern at the far end of the valley. Two guards were posted inside this shelter with them, 
and others stood outside the entrance. A fire was lit to provide them with warmth, but their hands 
remained bound. The guards maintained a silent watch. Each of the companions felt that, in spite of 
Hakom’s conversation, his life hung in the balance. The Scaladee council outside was debating their 
fate. 


Chapter Twelve: The Passage through Dark Lock Rift 


Hakom was summoned to the council the next evening. He stood before the Circle of Judgement, trying 
to be brave for himself and for his friends. 


< We pass this sentence upon you and your companions. Though we can determine no real mischief 
that you have caused to the Scaladee farmlands, their hides or their possessions, we still find you guilty 
of the crime of trespass upon Scaladee property. No matter how great or noble the purpose you 
intended, you still must pay for your transgression. Normally the sentence would be death or a very 
long imprisonment. However, we wish to show you mortals that we can temper our justice with mercy. 
Therefore, you will be escorted off Scaladee lands to the borders of Trule. Never may you or any 
mortal transgress across Scaladee land under the penalty of death. 


< Return this prisoner to the others. March them to Trule. If they can survive in that fierce and uncouth 
land, they will have proven to us their rights to freedom and to their lives. Otherwise they will die. > 


Hakom was led back to the cavern. The translator walked by his side. 


< Know that the chieftain would have given you the freedom to walk this land if the decision had been 
his alone to make. But he had to show strength before the council, and he had to honor our ways. That 
is why you are not to be returned to White Mountain Pass. Loshdhel and its people are our enemies for 
eternity. The chief also has a gift for those who quest for King Harold. Take this packet. Do not open it 
until you cross the border into Trule. > 


<I had a strange dream last night. I was in the Anvil Pass and I was talking to your chieftain. A small 
escort from Kendil was beside me. Suddenly we were in a pitched battle with other humans. The 
enemy was overwhelming your chieftain’s small army. I was the one who led the calvary charge against 
the attackers, not King Harold. Volleys of red flaming arrows, which exploded and killed any that they 
touched, rained down upon the Scaladee forces. However, your chieftain was able to escape unscathed. 
Then the enemy archers fired upon my calvary. The horses panicked. I was thrown from my mount. 
The enemy footmen beat me into submission with their weapons. At that point, the dream ended. > 


<A very strange dream, indeed! We know for a fact that King Harold was with the escort. But none of 
The Scaladee remembers your face among the Kendilean soldiers that day. And yet, the dream that you 
describe is too accurate to be a mere nighttime fantasy. It seems to be a true memory from your past. 
Perhaps you observed the battle from a secure, hidden place. But, if that were so, what were you doing 
in such a desolate place? How did you manage to elude our scouting parties and the Duende spies who 
haunt the edges of Belegtaur Forest? > 


<I do not know. > 


< Most puzzling of all is Chieftain Olaff’s comments regarding you. He does not remember your face 
before last night’s meeting. But he cannot shake off the feeling that he has met you before this time. 
But he does not know where and when. > 


The two finished their walk in silence, each brooding on all of these matters. 


The five companions stood outside the cavern. Hakom tore open the packet. Inside were a black metal 
knife, ten silver pennies, and an assortment of badges. Aldrian held up the knife and he choked on a cry 
of astonishment. An unmistakable symbol was carved into the hilt guards: a small ‘s’ underneath a 
throne and crown. 


“The office of stewardship of the House of Kendil,” Peter exclaimed. 


“The blade is still stained with dried blood. The stains probably match those on the king’s badge, the 
one that I bought in the drinking hall at Dark Heart Hollow,” Aldrian guessed. 


He pulled out the blood stained badge. To the astonishment of everyone, the colors were an identical 


match. 
“So, Lord Cian did order the king’s death!” Colum exclaimed. 


“More likely, he sent the dagger as a sign of affirmation for the assassination of the king. But, we could 
be presuming too much. It is possible that the dagger could have been stolen and then left at the grove 
to implicate the steward in the king’s murder.” Aldrian concluded. 


“Behold the badges from the packet. They are bloodstained as well. And they represent the kingdom of 
Englewood. Is there a conspiracy implied?” Peter asked. 


“Tt is true that the triple antlered, white stag of Englewood is emblazoned on that badge. However, 
below its head is a bow and a headsman’s ax, which symbolize a mercenary’s band. Englewood is well 
known as a haven for assassins and professional soldiers. King Galan feels secure harboring such 
‘accessible’ troops in case he is in sudden need of additional help to quell rebellions and civil disorder,” 
the sage stated in a matter of fact tone. 


“So, the deceiver hired a mercenary band of archers and footmen from Englewood, equipped them with 
special weapons, and set out to ambush my father and his escort. He hoped to spread discord between 
Trule and Scaladea, Scaladea and Loshdhel, the Duende and Scaladea, and eventually Kendil and the 
Evergreen Vale. Possibly, he might even destabilize the government of Kendil in the process,” Peter 
guessed. 


“More or less, yes. Those results would serve the ends of the Dark Lord as well. Although, I don’t think 
that Cian would have wanted to cause disorder or to spread unrest in a kingdom that he intended to 
rule. If nothing else, I am sure that the steward wanted only the best for Kendil. And if he thought that 
the king was a danger to the life of the realm, he would have him removed without a second thought, 
brother or not. On more than one occasion, I have heard Cian voice his disagreement with the king’s 
more enlightened ideas.” 


“But treason is a very serious charge to bring against anyone, especially a high official of the King’s 
Court. You must have absolute proof before you dare to speak out. And you are still a minor, Peter. You 
will have no influence in the Court until you are declared a man,” Colum stated solemnly. 


“How would Lord Cian become involved with a deceiver of all people?” Peter asked. 


“Presumably, he did not know the deceiver’s true identity or its real intentions. Cian’s boisterous 
objections to your father’s policies eventually received the ears of the deceiver, who saw an opportunity 
for some real mischief. He would have approached the steward as a concerned citizen, and he would 
have offered to rid Cian of his problem. The steward probably knew of King Harold’s intention to act 
as mediator in the border dispute, and of the time and the place of the meeting with Chieftain Olaff. 
They hatched their plans, and the steward sent the dagger to seal the bargain. Perhaps, as I said before, 
the knife was stolen to implicate Cian in the murder at some later date. We shall never know the full 
truth since the deceiver died by the hand of Tynam and his mighty bow.” 


< Where did you people find these objects? > Hakom asked his translator. 


< My chieftain told me that the badges were discovered on the corpses of our fallen attackers, 
somewhere near the battlefield of Anvil Pass. The knife was found presumably near the spot where 
King Harold of Kendil was struck down. But we found no sign of the body. Only the butchered remains 
of his royal steed. Later, we buried the bodies of our fallen allies, the Kendilean escort, with our 
Scaladee warriors in a large, common mound. We stripped the cowardly enemy of their weapons and 
their armor, and we burned their disgraced corpses in a nearby clearing. 


< The chieftain kept the badges and the knife in the event that the soldiers of Kendil might come 


someday to avenge their dead. Chieftain Olaff wishes to give you the proof of the identity of your real 
enemy. The Scaladee do not venture past the Forest of Mighty Belegtaur to seek vengeance upon our 
foes. That duty now lies upon your shoulders. > 


Hakom translated the speech. Aldrian replied in kind. 


“Vengeance is not what we seek. But we do revere truth and justice above all else. We shall deal with 
these matters when we return to our home. Rest assured that those responsible for these deaths will be 
punished by our law.” 


That night each one sat in silence wrapped in contemplative solitude. The Scaladee guards had untied 
their hands and feet and had allowed them to leave the cave. But the prisoners were not permitted to 
wander any farther than the campfire set for them directly before the cave entrance. 


Aldrian fingered the ring. Its blue sapphire light glowed brightly despite the overcast sky and moonless 
night. We have all of the pieces to your mystery, Harold, except one. Where are you tonight? Why do 
you seem so close, yet so far away? Don’t worry, Son. I shall find, even if I have to go to the ends of 
the earth and back! 


Hakom and Peter sat together by the fire, exchanging glances and quiet whispers. 


“What is wrong with Tynam? He has not spoken one word since he was brought in here. It is as if 
something possesses him or some deep matter draws all of his concentration. Is he even aware that we 
are near?” Peter asked in a hushed tone of voice. 


“No. He is deep within himself. He has the look of a man who has encountered some dark and sinister 
matter in his life. He is coming to grips with his fear.” 


“How do you know of this, Hakom?” 


“T have seen that expression on the faces of many a man in the drinking hall where I worked. These 
poor, destitute wretches would come up against something they could not deal with, a problem or two 
that was beyond their ability to face or to resolve. I wonder what he found before he was captured?” 


Tynam was indeed ignorant of their presence and of their concern. He was engaged in an agonizing 
struggle in the depths of his soul. Something dark and familiar had tried to attach itself to him during 
his battle with the Scaladee scouts, when he alternated between moments of consciousness and 
unconsciousness. He thought that he saw a black, cat like creature, feral and unwavering, trying to claw 
its way into his very essence while he struggled in this dream like frenzy. So he fought on two levels at 
once, the physical and the subconscious, and, in the end, he succumbed to both. He feared for the safety 
of his friends. But, more importantly, he feared for himself. For he felt that this dark, consuming 
creature had taken up residence in his soul and had twisted and corrupted it again. And he feared that 
his will and his actions were no longer his to control. 


Colum sat apart from the rest, immersed in his own guilt. He felt that their capture was his fault, due to 
his over confidence and his need to show off. His master had told him in the monastery: be not boastful 
or vain glorious, lest you fall over your own feats. Rather, you should humble yourself and be of 
service to the needs of others. Then your master will reward you for your good deeds in the end. And 
yet, even the mistake that he caused did benefit them in the long run. For they would not have stumbled 
across the dagger and the badges without his ‘happy’ accident. Perhaps their destinies were not so 
happenstance after all. 


The five companions were served an evening meal consisting of wild berries and a hard, dried out 


bread, with no butter. They were each given a small, tin cup that was filled with a dark, reddish liquid. 
The drink had a bitter after taste that burnt the roof of the mouth. A sensation of burning followed down 
the throat with each swallow. After awhile, one became used to the beverage. Their guards seemed to 
relish their drinks and they looked disappointed after draining their cups. 


Peter thought that he had chipped more of his injured tooth when he bit down too hard on the tough 
dried out bread. “Pity,” his grandfather said. He remarked that he knew of a herb that would deaden the 
pain, but he had not seen the likes of the plant from which it was derived growing in this wilderness. 


“ If we are heading farther north, I dare say that we had best gather any plant or herb that we stumble 
across. For they will be few and far between in these barren lands.” 


The Scaladee guard motioned for silence, and for them to rise. He led them for two hours through the 
bleak valley. On either side of them was a steep, featureless canyon wall. Most of the time, they had to 
walk single file through the ever narrowing and twisting passage. Finally the canyon opened and the 
party marched up a steep hill. A cold, fierce wind greeted them. A sparse scattering of grass grew on the 
hill. Two leafless oak trees, whose branches twisted and contorted across the flattened land, served as 
their landmarks. By Aldrian’s reckoning, they were marching due north. 


They had left behind a land of rolling meadows and heather strewn hilltops. In their place, the travelers 
found more ragged hills and mountain plateaus, broad valleys and deep lakes formed by erosion and 
the glacier activity of ages past. Often Peter had to be lifted up his guards and passed over deep 
crevices or swift flowing, deep rivers. He felt like a piece of baggage at these times. After three days of 
endless trekking through this haunted and deadly landscape, the Scaladee halted their forced march. 


They motioned for Hakom and Tynam to set up a night camp. Then a solitary Scaladee scout took 
Peter, Colum, and Aldrian ahead with him. They climbed up a rough, snow covered hill. For a moment, 
Peter felt a wave of panic overwhelm his senses. Suppose he is bringing us to be sacrificed to his dark 
gods? Or perhaps the Scaladee are hungry, and we are the feast? A surprise awaited him as they 
climbed the hill and then laid close to the ground to peer into the valley below. 


The deep valley was filled with activity. In the center was a large, ceremonial fire. A huge totem or a 
monolith stood on the other side of the valley. Many tiny, dark figures danced in the firelight. Their 
skin tone, defined by the flickering firelight, appeared to be of a dark red hue. Most of the dancers only 
wore torn breeches and half ripped tunics that barely hung on their shoulders. 


Peter also noticed some type of structures on the ground, but he could not determine their material due 
to the poor lighting. The Scaladee noted his concentrated effort and he spoke: 


“Those are grass and wooden lean-tos made of the flimsiest materials for easy transport. The Duende 
do not have any permanent structures such as mud and wattle huts or clay brick houses. They are a 
simple, nomadic people, fierce and barbaric. They hunt and fish and kill with wooden spears and bows 
and arrows. They have no metal working skills or stone craft. The metal knives and daggers that they 
possess come from the merchants they have slain or from the spoils of war. Such abilities as farming, 
pottery or tent making are simply beyond their comprehension. Often as not, they have a high birth rate 
and a high mortality rate. Those who die in battle and the stillborn are consumed by the tribe to sustain 
themselves. They travel in packs of fifty to one hundred. Each pack is considered a separate tribe or 
family, outside the authority or dictates of any other family. We estimate there are between fifty to 
seventy-five families scattered throughout the northern hillsides and ancient caverns. These areas once 
belonged to the Scaladee and are considered ancestral lands, sacred to my people. 


“They infest our homeland like a swarm of ravenous predators that consumes everything in its path. We 
cannot make peace with them or stop their destructive raids. That is why the Scaladee hate the Lord of 
Darkness who brought this army of infestation to our shores. We Scaladee are a peace loving people. 


We have attempted to settle our homeland and to build a civilization equal to that of you humans. We 
have even allowed some humans to work the farms under our protection in order to build a better 
understanding between our races. But you humans, especially the Loshdhel, mistrust us because of the 
past mistakes made shortly after the war of Darkness. We awoke then from our ancient sleep and we 
found you humans, dwarves, and Duende occupying our land. We thought that you were all the same 
and we drove all the races back with equal force from our country. Too late we realized our mistakes. It 
took us many centuries to glean an understanding of the maze of your politics and your twisted 
diplomacy. By then the defeated Loshdhel had become our bitter enemies. In the last five years, some 
of them have manipulated the simple Duende tribes, arming them with metal knives and better bows 
and spears to devastate our farming settlements and to instigate a war between our races. They hope 
that the mutual destruction of the Duende tribes and the Scaladee clans will allow them to reclaim their 
lost territories with little loss of human life.” 


Peter recoiled from him in shock. Aldrian and Colum, though equally surprised by the Scaladee’s 
speech, held down the young prince lest he draw attention to himself from the inhabitants in the valley 
below. For the moment, none of the Duende seemed to take notice of the spies above them. After a few 
minutes, Peter regained his composure. In an unsteady voice he whispered: 


“You speak Kendilean very well for a Scaladee. If you had tried to speak to us a few nights ago, you 
would have saved us much pain and grief.” Peter held his right hand against his swollen jaw. 


“But I did not who you were at the time. I am truly sorry for your pain. My clan thought that you were 
Loshdhel raiders...or spies.” 


“Then I understand why you were so suspicious of us at first. You actually thought that we were in 
league with your enemies.” 


“Yes, little Prince. And now, perhaps you also realize why the Scaladee hold your father in such 
respect. We had such high hopes for his participation in the negotiating the boundary dispute more than 
a year ago. For in truth, the border dispute between Loshdhel and Scaladea was only an excuse to draw 
your father out. We had hoped that these talks would lead to resolving other, deeper matters between 
Loshdhel and Scaladea, and would eventually bring peace to our land. And your father was one of the 
only humans we could trust.” 


“How did you know about him then? And why did you pick him as an arbitrator for your talks?” Colum 
interjected, his curiosity getting the better of him. 


“Oh, that is an interesting story. As a youngster, I was captured by the Loshdhel and held as a prisoner 
of war for many years. Your father heard of my plight and traveled to the Court of the White Queen to 
bargain for my release into his custody. It cost him very dearly, but he personally arranged the matter. 
He became my personal tutor and my only friend. I taught him Scaladee customs and traditions as well 
as the language. He guided me through your complicated maze of human diplomacy, politics, 
philosophies and logic. He also attempted to impart to me the intricacies of human reasoning and 
regional dialects like your Kendilean tongue. But the hardest language I had to master was duplicity. 
Humans have developed it to a level equal to or surpassing that of the Dark Lord himself.” 


They were all silent once again. The Duende continued their revelry in the valley below, oblivious to 
the on-lookers on the hill. Then the Scaladee spoke for the final time. 


“Alas, I cannot take you back to Loshdhel or any other human settlement. The Council decided that 
you must undergo this test of endurance. They feared to kill you, as you are the entourage of Peter, son 
of Harold the Peacemaker (as they call your father). But they could not allow you to return to human 
territories, especially during this state of war between our races. So this is their compromise solution. I 
am sorry that I cannot offer you a better alternative.” 


The four crawled away from their position and slowly made their way down the hill. By daybreak they 
reached the camp. 


At the end of the fourth day of their march, the party halted again. They stood on the eastern side of a 
great rift valley. Two miles below a mighty river flowed. It cut a wide path through the deep glen. 


“That river is fifty or sixty meters wide. Its current is very swift and deadly. I have seen a young colt 
fall into its churning waters and be drown in the blink of an eye. Be careful where you choose to cross. 
I believe there is a small footbridge somewhere below. But other dangers lurk hidden in that deep glen 
beside the bridge. That is all I can tell you. We must part here.” 


“Wait a moment! What do you call this valley?” Peter asked, hoping to stall the Scaladee. For he was 
becoming quite fond of his guide and he did not wish him to leave as yet. 


“This is the border between Scaladea and the lands of Trule. We have named it the Dark Loch Rift. We 
believe that, in the dark ages past, the heavens opened up and rained dark stones upon our enemies. 
Then the ground split open to divide our land from that of Trule. It is also called Mar Toc’s Lament, 
because our great leader, Ansel Mar Toc, and fifty of his best warriors were destroyed in the firestorm 
from the sky. All of the invasion force from Trule was annihilated as well. The survivors were stranded 
on the other side. A mighty rush of water broke from the wounded earth below, and it swept most of the 
ashen ruin of the corpses out to the North Sea several miles away. We named that mighty river the 
Serpent’s Tongue, for its twisting and capricious course fittingly described the misshapen nature and 
conniving deceits of our fallen foes. Now we must depart. May you endure and grow on your journey.” 


The Scaladee returned to them their backpacks, bedrolls, and what few possessions that they still 
carried. The guide gave to Hakom a sharp edged hunting knife. He handed Tynam a short bow and 
twelve arrows. And Aldrian received from him a walking staff the length and the size of a quarterstaff. 
It was considered only a short staff, barely six feet long, by Scaladee measurements. He gave Peter 
nothing but a few words of advice. He whispered it in the boy’s ear so that the other Scaladee would 
not overhear. 


“T saw three sails some distance away when we stood on that high hill three nights ago. I believe that a 
small ship rests in a bay five or ten miles to the Northwest. It must belong to a human crew since 
neither trolls or the Duende construct or sail crafts upon the water.” Then in a loud voice, that all might 
hear, he said: 


“Good luck to you, young Princeling! If you turn out to be only half the man your father was, you will 
give a good accounting of yourself at the end of your days.” 


Then the scout and his three companions turned away. They scurried easily down the right side of the 
eastern cliff wall. Soon they would be invisible under the cover of the coming darkness. The humans 
felt as if they were still being watched. No one dared to try and retreat back the way that they had 
come. 


“Nothing for it but to try the descent,” Peter said reluctantly as he began to climb down. His foot 
dislodged a large stone. As it fell into the steep valley, other stones joined its descent. Finally, near the 
river’s edge, a small rockslide lay. 


“You have uncovered enough earth to bury a man twice over, Peter.” Colum remarked. 


“Indeed, you have. Colum, you lead the way down. Tynam, follow behind him. Peter, you stay in the 
middle. Hakom, you follow the Prince. And I shall go last. If I slip, Hakom will catch me.” 


“And, perish the thought, if I fall?” 


“Then, Hakom, you had best pray that Peter is strong enough to catch you. Or, more realistically, I hope 
that he is quick enough to dodge out of the way.” 


In that order they began the descent. Half way down, Peter thought that he noticed something gleaming 
along the river bank three hundred yards to their left. The more that he focused his vision, the more 
certain he was that something was shining opposite each side of the bank. It was as if the mysterious 
things were arranged in parallel symmetry some distance away. Preoccupied by his observations, he 
was shaken out of this revelry by Tynam’s scream below him. 


He turned his head and looked down. Then he saw the cause of Tynam’s terror. Peter’s unintentional 
rockslide had unearthed something from the past. A half uncovered skeleton stared back at the soldier. 
Its right spectral arm slide forward. The hand, which in its death grip still clutched a sharp, ebony 
sword, sliced down on Tynam’s shoulder, cutting through his tunic sleeve into the left elbow of his arm. 
The skeleton’s left arm brushed across Tynam’s body and it became entangled around his waist. Blood 
began to flow down from his wounded elbow. The Kendilean soldier continued to scream and struggle. 


The rest of the companions first became aware of Tynam’s danger, and then of their own. For each one 
now looked into the face of the hill that he was descending, and he realized that half buried troll and 
Scaladee warriors were staring back at him through the thin layered curtain of dirt and stone. Some had 
pitiful, twisted expressions on their faces. Others looked back with malice and hatred burning in their 
hollowed out eye sockets. The Scaladee were skeletal or half skeletal figures of horror, but the trolls, 
who do not die as mortals do, appeared as corpses untouched by decay, yet still dead. Even now the 
trolls seemed to be fierce and ravenous beasts, only separated from the living by this thin coat of debris. 


Aldrian quickly talked his frightened companions down the final leg of their descent. Each one 
breathed a sigh of relief upon touching down on the base of the valley. Their only problem seemed to 
be with Tynam, who had been half -scared out of his wits by the skeletal assailant. He was unable to 
free himself from its death like grip. He required the help of both Aldrian and Hakom to pry the dead 
arm from his waist. And Hakom had to break off the corpse’s right arm to prevent its further flailing 
against Tynam’s helpless forearm. The unfortunate soldier had still suffered several deep cuts and a 
possible infection due to the attacks. 


Now that would be a very ignoble death for a Kendilean warrior. To be killed by a Scaladee foe that 
had been dead for perhaps several hundred years, Peter thought to himself. But he wisely said nothing. 


“Tynam has acquired a fine weapon,” Hakom commented as he examined the blade. “It is a pity that he 
does not seem to be in the right frame of mind to wield it.” 


For Tynam was babbling something about shadows, his fears, and his punishments for his past 
transgressions. No one seemed to notice that Tynam’s shadow had grown longer since they had entered 
the valley. Now the sun had set. The sky was overcast and there was no moonlight to cast such a long 
shadow across the terrain. 


The party walked due north, following the river. Peter happened to glance into the rushing stream. Then 
he suppressed a cry of disbelief. Reflected in the water, he saw the dead from both cliff walls. They 
were reaching out to the travelers, as if to beg for deliverance from their earthen tomb. Or were they 
trying to menace and threaten the living for trespassing through the property of the dead? Peter looked 
back at the cliff walls. The dead that was trapped there seemed peaceful and serene, unlike their 
counterparts in the water below. For a moment or so, Peter wondered if the dead could reach up from 
the river and drag him in to share their doom. 


As they walked along the riverbank, the others spotted the white, gleaming matter that Peter thought he 
had imagined. On either side of the river, two hundred yards due north, lay an enormous pile of bones. 
Hog, sheep, goat, cattle, human, and Scaladee bones were all mixed together, as if to say: no 


trespassing, this means you. An equal number of bones on the other side of the bank were similarly 
arranged near the mouth of a large cave. To the right of the bones, transversing the river, was a narrow 
bridge, made of worn ropes and loose, weather-beaten, wooden planks. It creaked in the wind and it 
behaved as if the slightest weight might cause its imminent collapse. 


Aldrian halted the party. He began to examine Tynam’s wounds again. 


“JT need to wash your wounds. I do not like the way that you are bleeding. I wish that I had the right 
herbs with me to treat your injuries. The last thing you need is an infection now. While I work on him, 
the rest of you need to make up some plan before we cross that bridge. I don’t think that our approach 
will be unchallenged.” 


“We could try to swim across.” Colum dropped a small, broken branch into the flowing waters. “No. 
The current is too swift and too strong. I doubt that most of us could fight it long enough to force a 
crossing to the other side.” 


“We have at least one good weapon,” Hakom commented again as he examined the runes and the 
intricate designs carved into the hilt of the blade. It was clear to everyone present that he admired this 
finely crafted sword. 


“Tt is too bad that our only professional soldier is injured,” Aldrian dryly replied. 


“T’m feeling better now,” Tynam said to the astonishment of all. “As Lord Aldrian said, we need a plan. 
I would that a frontal assault on the bridge is in order. 


< What is all that commotion outside of my lair? > a voice boomed out from the entrance of the cave. 
“Do you understand that language, Hakom?” The sage asked. 

“No. It sounds like some rough dialect of Scaladee. I can only make out a few words.” 

< Do you know the penalty for trespassing without paying? > The voice shouted again. 


“From the sound of it, the guardian of the bridge is demanding some form of payment for crossing,” 
Hakom guessed. 


“Why is it that every time we come to a troll bridge we have to pay?” Peter said in a sarcastic tone. 


Slowly a mist began to rise from the area of water underneath the bridge. At first it appeared to be 
opaque. As it spread upwards to envelop the bridge, it became darker. Finally, as it obscured most of 
the wooden structure, its hue settled to that of a purplish tint. A new sound came from the vicinity of 
the cave entrance. A loud clanking noise was heard, like that of a heavy metal object continually 
striking against the ground. To the horror of the party, the outline of a large, hulking figure stepped out 
of the cave. As it raised itself to its full height, the companions realized that it was at least twelve feet 
tall. 


In its left hand it held a long club approximately the length and width of a young sapling. Its flesh was 
the color of granite and was of a similar texture. It only wore four items of clothing: a thick leather belt 
on which hung many skulls; a black scabbard, in which was sheathed a long sword; a pair of torn 
britches, black and bloodied; and a pair of coarse metal shoes with pointed spikes in front of the toes. 


< Who dares to trespass in the land of Trule? You will pay in coinage and in blood, if you wish to cross 
the river onto this sacred ground. > 


“He is saying something about sacred ground, coins, and a payment in blood.” Hakom clumsily 
translated. 


“Do not be deceived,” Tynam suddenly shouted out. “There is some greater mischief here than an 


annoying guard.” The shadow had grown longer now underneath Tynam’s feet. It seemed to be moving 
up the cavern wall behind him. Tynam, for his part, was beginning to draw his bow, taking careful aim 
at the entrance of the cave across the bridge. 


Hakom pulled out his hunting knife and he approached the bridge. 


“Wait!” Aldrian called out to him. “Use your sword. The Scaladee warriors bore similar weapons. This 
one can probably cut through its stone skin. You shorter knife will only be dulled by its tough flesh.” 


Hakom jumped upon the bridge, the knife in one hand and the keen sword in the other. After he landed, 
the bridge began to rock back and forth very violently. The prince, who had hastily followed behind 
him, stumbled as the old wooden structure continued to shake. His left foot slipped through the gap 
between two planks. Suddenly he found himself dangling from the bottom of the dilapidated bridge. 


The stone troll met Hakom’s charge head on. With his right hand he slapped away the knife in Hakom’s 
left hand. It sailed backwards from his grip, passing through the spot where Peter’s head had been 
before the prince had stumbled, to finally land an inch before the left big toe of Aldrian’s boot. With his 
left hand, the troll picked up Hakom by his tunic and he tossed the big man backward to the other side 
of the canyon. The troll then advanced forward, coming toward Colum, who was attempting to lift 
Peter up through the planks. He stopped before the mendicant and he pointed at the scared prince. 


< Yes. He will make a good payment for your passage. Give to me the boy and two silver pennies for 
each that wish to pass through unharmed. That is my crossing fee. > 


“T think it wants Peter,” Aldrian said, making a poor effort to translate the rough dialect. 


“No! You are all being deceived! This is just an illusion!” Came a voice from the darkness. The figure 
that had spoke was almost entirely wrapped in shadow except for his head and arms. He fired an arrow 
at the hulking form that stood in a threatening poise on the bridge. Tynam saw his arrow pass through 
the creature’s body and bounce off a wooden post. The others watched as the bolt miss its target and 
then ricochet off the post. 


Hakom rose to his feet and decided upon a different strategy. He rushed forward with an outrageous 
cry, and he began to cut the worn out rope supports. 


“No!” a voice cried out from the cave entrance. The troll abruptly spun around and raced across the 
bridge determined to engage Hakom in combat. Strangely enough, all that watched his charge noticed 
that the bridge did not shake violently as a result of the troll’s frenzied attack. A stone troll that weighed 
as least four hundred pounds should have caused some reaction from the rickety structure. Seeing their 
opportunity, Aldrian, Colum, and the freed Peter also hurried across the bridge. Only Tynam remained 
behind. He began to unleash a volley of arrows at the cavern. 


Hakom met the troll’s charge. This time he stabbed with the ebony Scaladee sword. The blade caught 
the troll underneath its midsection. A spray of green liquid spread over both the troll and its attacker. 
The creature let out a terrible scream as it collapsed on the bridge. It continued to writhe in agony for 
several long minutes. Noises like the shattering of ceramic pots resounded from inside the cave. New 
smoke emerged from that deep cavern. 


“My pots! Your accursed arrows have destroyed my beautiful spell pots!” 


The mist began to clear from the bridge. The body of the prostate troll faded entirely from sight. Soon, 
a tall, thin figure appeared at the entrance to the cave. His skin was light blue, and he wore a faded, 
gray robe. He was bald, but his thin, white beard was half the length of his body. 


“Who are you? Why did you create this deception?” Aldrian asked, more curious than angry. 


“T am the guardian of the bridge. This is a sacred cemetery, a holy boundary between the living and the 


dead. Strangers are not welcome here. You are standing on the blessed border between Trule and 
Scaladea, a boundary that divides two entirely different kinds of civilizations, two different races. The 
humans and the Duende kin have no business in this place. Your trespass of this land demands a great 
price. 


“And one who travels with you is wrapped in a great shadow. He has the taint of the Dark Fire upon his 
soul. That is an anathema to both Scaladee and troll clans. Why do you trespass upon the land?” 


There was silence for a few long moments. No one could shake the feeling that all of the dead 
were watching from their silent tombs, wanting to know who had dared to disturb their centuries old 
sleep. 


“We meant no disrespect. We are a search party from Kendil, looking for the missing king, Harold II. 
The Scaladee captured us one week ago and forced us to march to the border of this land. They would 
not allow us to leave Scaladea by any other route .We must cross the river in order to continue our 
quest.” The old sage summarized for the guardian’s enlightenment. 


“Though your words were poorly chosen, they have the ring of truth. I have seen a vision of your 
coming and of your departure. For I am a seer of this land. One does not remain a caretaker for a 
cemetery such as this over the centuries without gaining some understanding of the past and of the 
future. The spirits that are bound here tell me much of what has happened in the realms beyond this 
vale and of what may occur after a time. 


“You have a great destiny ahead of you, young Peter. But you must learn to choose your words 
carefully and to think before you speak or act. Your destiny is directly tied to that of Kendil. If you fail 
in the future, many of the middle kingdoms beside Kendil will also perish. And history is an 
unforgiving mistress. There are no second chances to amend a moment’s foolish act. 


“Hakom of the kitchen staff of Dank Heart, you appear as a mystery before my eyes. You have a 
clouded past, which can only be defined by your death. Your fate will be resolved much quicker than 
you can imagine. 


“For Tynam, the shadow, I see a dark and confusing past and a dubious future. You walk now on a 
darkened path leading to an uncertain outcome. You will only find redemption by renouncing your very 
nature and all of your petty goals. You must sacrifice everything that you hold dear at the end, 
including your future. 


“Colum, always remain true to your heart and to your beliefs. Renounce material rewards and 
happiness if you wish to achieve true contentment. Your path is not the same as Aldrian the sage. Do 
not attempt to follow it, especially if you think it will bring you fulfillment. 


“Your lifespan will soon be concluded, Aldrian. The total mastery of this world’s knowledge was never 
meant to be the sum of your life’s work. Don’t be deceived by the lure of its power. In the end you will 
discover that your life has come full circle and a long lost love may be restored to you. 


“Now I shall discuss the terms of the payment. You defeated my guardian and you have crossed over 
this bridge without my permission. You have passed a test that none before you have achieved. Still, I 
require two things from you. First of all, Hakom must return the sword, for it came from the entombed 
here and is rightfully the property of this valley. Secondly, I must collect two silver pennies from each 
of you in honor of the dead, through whose sacred ground you have crossed without permission or 
invitation.” 


Aldrian grudgingly paid out their passage fee from the ever dwindling, small sum of coins given to him 
by the Scaladee guide. Then the old guardian continued his monologue. 


“Proceed some five hundred yards along this ridgeline. The waters will continue to rise as you journey 
north, and they will increase in speed as they race to the open sea. Do not be afraid. Before the river 
can overwhelm you, you should reach a set of stairs carved into the granite cliff wall. Climb to the top. 
You will find yourself on a large plateau. Looking out, you will see the Bay of Thundermist and the 
way to the islands of the North. Be on your way now, so that the dead may rest in peace again.” 


Aldrian was the first to reach the top of the plateau. Above him, the stars sparkled in the midwinter sky. 
It did his heart good to see their light again. He felt as if he had just been released from the bowels of 
some dank and deep dungeon keep. Abruptly, his mood changed. The wind from the west kicked up 
behind him. He almost lost his footing to the gusty, cold blast of air, and he nearly stumbled back down 
the stairs. Bending low, the old sage helped Peter up the last stair. 


“Careful, my boy. That’s a strong wind. And the winter moss beneath our feet seems to be coated with a 
thin layer of frost or ice. I would not want to scrape you off these steps.” 


“No need to warn me a second time, Grandfather. Do you see anything from here?” 


Aldrian hesitated for a second. He looked to the North and to the West before answering. Peter and 
Colum crawled up 


To the plateau and began to help the others ascend. 


“T see mountains of floating ice in the Great Northern Sea. I believe that is the bay the 
guardian mentioned to us, off to the West. I see a gathering of three small, white triangles on the 
waters. That may be the sailing craft that the Scaladee described. And directly ahead of us, I see more 
mountain peaks and rugged, hilly terrain, lined with trees and underbrush.” 


“What about our descent from this plateau? Is there another staircase leading down?” Hakom 
inquired, shouting over the gusting wind. 


“No, I don’t see one. However, I think our descent from this area will be easier than the climb 
down Dark Loch Rift. We will be entering a thin range of trees once we reach the base of this plateau.” 


“T wonder what is the name of this particular plateau?” Peter queried 


“It probably has no name, my Prince. Perhaps we should call it ‘Princely Lookout’ after Peter,” Colum 
quipped. 

“Or ‘Peter’s Lament’ if he falls on the way down,” Tynam added. 

“Or ‘Shadow Wrapped Site’ after our dark rescuer,” Hakom suggested in a sarcastic tone. 

Silence fell on the party. 


“Perhaps we should not name it after all. There are many things hidden in the darkness that upright 
mortals do not need to see. Or to inquire about,” Tynam stated with a note of menace in his voice. 


“But they should still fear and respect these things all the same,” the soldier concluded. He shot a fierce 
glance back at Hakom as he spoke. 


Hakom held his gaze and he would not avert his eyes from Tynam. But he felt a shiver of cold run 
down his spine after they had both turned away. He was fearful to keep his back to the soldier for long. 


Oh, great! What new evil have I now awakened? Hakom thought to himself. I need to keep my vigil 
over the Prince with greater care and alertness than I previous have. 


As Aldrian had surmised, the five companions found the descent down the plateau less challenging 
than their previous one. No surprises awaited them in the valley below. Peter slipped and fell twice on 
their way down, but he suffered no major injuries. The accumulation of soft snow lining the bottom of 
the valley helped to reduce any possible harm to him down to minor cuts and bruises. And as the sage 
had perceived, a thin line of trees ran across the floor of the valley, surrounding any possible 
approaches to or from the plateau. 


“This is excellent cover. It masks our presence here and it allows us to approach the foothills leading to 
the bay unobserved.” 


“Why were you able to see through the caretaker’s illusions?” Hakom pointedly asked Tynam as they 
entered the forest. 


“We should not speak of these things, especially in this evil land under the cover of darkness,” he 
retorted. 


But Hakom persisted in his inquiries. 


“Very well, I will tell you. Once I was touched by the darkness. By the Dark Fire, if you will. A shadow 
crossed my heart. I lost my reason and my free will. My actions, for a time, were not my own. But I 
shook off the darkness when I saw that the Prince was in danger by the trees outside the old 
watchtower. However, I never completely escaped my fear. I may become weak again and slip back 
into the darkness. 


“Having once experienced a touch of the darkness allowed me to perceive the other side. I knew that 
you were personally battling an illusion. I sensed falseness, wrongness, and a power hidden back in that 
cavern. You didn’t see it with your own Spirit senses because you had already convinced yourself that 
what you perceived was real. You saw no need to question it, so you did not.” 


“But it batted the knife from my hand! It picked me up...” 


“No, Hakom! You tossed that hunting knife aside. You threw yourself backward against the cavern 
wall. In truth you were really fighting yourself. And you lost, my friend.” Tynam ended their 
conversation with that statement and walked away. He hoped that Hakom, and any that had overheard 
this discussion, had bought his lies. 


They followed the tree line north. Aldrian plotted his course by starlight, glad that the constellations 
were still visible through the treetops. Then he abruptly changed course, guiding his companions to the 
West. They emerged from the small forest more than an hour later. Some fifty yards north of them was 
a large beach. A great light shone in the distance. Three or four persons were huddled around a raging 
bonfire. They did not seem to be aware of Aldrian’s approaching party. 


< By the Guardians of the North! How much longer should we wait? The Lady Islisa and her search 
party are long overdue. Her guardsmen said that they would return by the rising of the third 
constellation. And it appeared more than an hour ago. > 


< Patience, Beagan. We can do little more than give her party more time. I do not wish to lose more of 
our crew in this treacherous terrain. > 


< Wait! Is that part of her group now approaching? > 


“Greetings, Good Folk! I did not expect to find any of our own kind in this desolate area. I am Aldrian 


of Kendil, the High Counselor and the Chief Sage of Harold, the Fair-minded.” 

< What does he say, Beagan? I do not recognize the dialect. It is not Loshdhellion or Mirandean > 

< The barbarian claims to be Aldrian from some minor kingdom called Harold, I believe. > 
“Grandfather! Listen to the inflection of their syllables as they speak. I believe that they are Avellarai.” 


“By my beard! I think you are correct. Look how tanned are their skin and the closely cropped style of 
their golden hair. I shall try to speak to them in their own tongue. I am quite fluent in Avellarian 
dialects.” 


< We greet you in the name of Serie, the great High Lord. I am Aldrian of Castle Kendil. > 


< This barbarian speaks our language! And very poorly at that. Listen! He insults our great leader, 
Serie, with his slanderous tongue. Shall I strike him down for this affront, Captain? > 


< No. Let us hear him out before we pass judgement upon him and his party. > 
“Well, Aldrian. What are they saying?” Hakom asked with more than a tone of impatience. 


“My translation skills are a bit rusty and my hearing is not as keen as it once was. But I believe that 
they are complimenting me on my superb accent and my mastery of their dialect,” the old sage boasted. 
In truth, Aldrian was not sure of their response. But he was too proud and stubborn to admit that to the 
others. 


<I believe the lying barbarian has changed his story again. If I understand him correctly after his last 
attempt to speak to us, he says that he is now Aldrian of Kendil, not Aldrian of Harold Land. But I 
cannot be sure of his true intent. His poor pronunciation and twisted vernacular make it hard to 
understand him. > 


< Do not harm them, then. Perhaps we can find a use for them after all. Mayhap they will provide us 
with some form of entertainment before we leave these shores. Listen! The old one tries to speak again! 
I shall try to communicate with the addled fellow this time. > 


<No! No! Harold is the name of the King of Kendil. He is my missing son-in-law. My friends and I are 
seeking after his fate. > 


< My apologies. We did not clearly understand you. I am Eimh, captain of the caravel, Snow Swan. My 
first mate thought that you were a gang of half crazed barbarians, like those turncoat humans who serve 
the treacherous Scaladee on their tenant farms. It must have been that horrible accent you use when 
attempting to speak our language. What do you require of us? We have our own problems! > 


< We only require passage on your ship from these desolate lands. Our final goal is the land of 
Issenlonde and an audience with the Lady Lauradonna. > 


< By the Great House of Serie! You do ask much of us! Why should any but the nobility of the 
Avellarai seek audience at the Court of the Guardian? > 


< We are in great need. I seek to bring Peter, the young prince, to a court beyond the reach of his 
enemies. His uncle Cian, the steward of Kendil, together with other conspirators around the throne, plot 
the ruin of his house. I am in desperate need to find the missing Harold and to restore his kingship. 
Only then can I be confidant that Cian and his underlings will be brought to justice. > 


< Again, I say, you do ask much of us. And you are in great need, if I have understood your words 
correctly. However, we cannot help you as yet. > 


< Why? What prevents you from offering aid to us? > 


<Our Lady Islisa and her search party are late in returning to the ship. They left, seeking after good 
timber, game from the forest, and fresh water this morning. We cannot leave without her, nor can we 
spare any more crew for another search party. > 


<Perhaps we can help you in return for our passage to the Northern Islands. All I ask is that you take 
Prince Peter aboard the Snow Swan in the event that we do not return. > 


< The boy can stay with us by the ship’s boat. If you do not come back before the moon disappears 
behind those mountains, you will be too late. For we shall set sail before the dawn. > 


< Barath! I’m hungry! When are you going to skin the last one? > 


<I don’t think it healthy to fix this last one. She is burning up with the fever now. I don’t want to eat 
bad food. > 


< What are you suggesting, Barath? Are we to treat her with special herbs to heal her up before we eat 
her? > 


< That might not be such a bad idea, Wullum. We could cure her and fatten her up at the same time. But 
we don’t have herbs. At least not the right kind. We only have the cooking kind. > 


<My big brother, Angst, owned a human once. He kept him as a pet slave, you might say. He made the 
mistake of feeding him bad cow meat. Within two or three days, his pet sickened and died. He was a 
right puny specimen, too. As it turned out, he was not even good enough for the cooking pot in the end. 
> 


< Tragic, that’s just tragic. Tell you what, fellows. I’m going to sharpen my cutting tools. When I come 
back, she had better be ready for the knife. I don’t intend to wait for dawn for a meal. > After saying 
that, he departed from their company. 


< My. Touchy fellow, isn’t he? I guess he likes to retire on a full stomach. > 


< Speaking of which, dawn will be arriving shortly. Perhaps we should heat up the pot for that one last 
snack. > 


“Tt is just my luck to stumble into another fine mess,” Hakom exclaimed. He was shaking his upper 
torso. Droplets of oil sprayed from his body. 


“Now, my good man, it was only your own clumsiness that landed you in that pool of oil. Luck had 
nothing to do with it,” Aldrian admonished. 


“If I was you, I would be careful where I stood. Your tunic, hair and hands are all drenched in that 
slime. Be sure to stay clear of my torch,” Colum warned, standing a little to the side of his friend. 


“That is the kind of fluid that we use for lanterns and lamps back at the castle. A little of that oil will 
burn for the duration of the night watch if care is given to shield the flame from the wind,” Tynam 
chimed in. 


‘Quiet, all of you! Lower that torch, Colum. I see something ahead.” Aldrian immediately resumed 
leadership over the unfocused searchers. 


The four crouched down and proceeded forward at a stealthy pace. They saw a clearing ahead that was 
ringed by trees. Two gigantic figures dressed in tattered and patchwork clothes sat in the middle of this 
open space. Their feet were bare. Their skin, which glistened in the moonlight, resembled the color of 
bleached white gravel. They reminded the searchers of the stone troll at the bridge with Joseph, the old 
forester, and of the illusionary troll at the cavern in Dark Loch Rift. However, these trolls appeared to 
be much tougher and larger than any that the companions had previously encountered. 


Besides the trolls sat a black cauldron five times the size of a normal one. A frail figure, bound by thick 
cords of hemp, lay on the ground beside it. Her dark red dress was torn and frayed. She wore no boots 
or shoes on her bloody feet. She was softly babbling something in the cryptic meter of an unknown 
language. A scattering of bones and human clothing lay some yards behind the huge cauldron and the 
prostate woman. Various sizes of shattered timbers, half-eaten venison and game birds, and broken 
water kegs were mixed in that pile of debris. 


“Maybe it was good fortune that you fell into that oily pool, Hakom. Give me your tunic. I have an 
idea!” Aldrian whispered to his large friend. 


“T guess you may have it, then. Iam doomed to catch my death of cold in this wilderness in one form or 
another.” 


By All that is Holy! Aldrian is plotting out another of his hare-brained schemes! I will probably have to 
pull all of our fats out of the fire again, as usual, Colum thought to himself in exasperation. 


“Colum, make yourself useful for once. Take Hakom’s tunic and wring out a little oil at the base of 
each of those trees. Continue around the tree line until you have made a complete circle of the clearing. 
And leave a trail of oil leading from tree to tree. Tynam, give me your arrows.” 


“T only have two left. I doubt that is enough to slay two trolls,” he said reluctantly. 


“Your target will be the large fire that they are building underneath that large black cauldron.” Aldrian 
began to sprinkle the last of the black powder from his secret pouch. “It is very important that your 
arrows land in the fire, preferably by the firewood. Shoot only at my command.” 


Colum returned with the wrinkled tunic. Aldrian gathered up some broken branches and bound them 
together using strips of clothe torn from his own ragged cloak. Then he sent Hakom to retrieve a 
discarded skull from one of the Troll’s previous meals. 


“What are you trying to build, old man? It looks like a scarecrow,” Colum inquired very disdainfully. 


“ The untrained and ignorant such as yourself might call it that,’ Aldrian replied in a superior tone of 
voice. He took the ruined tunic from his assistant and pulled it over his new creation. 


“Did you finish your assignment?” 


“As best as I could. I probably was able to complete three fourths of the circle before I could wring no 
more oil from the fabric.” 


“T see that you have failed me, as usual. Well, it will have to do.” Hakom returned with his gruesome 
prize. Aldrian placed the skull atop his wooden construct and handed it to Colum. 


“Indeed, it will. Look! They have just lit the cooking fire. Next they will replace the kettle it. You had 
best prepare to act now or...” 


“Yes, Colum, I know. Prop the scarecrow, as you call it, behind that bush to your left. Light the tunic on 
my signal. It should still retain enough oil...” 


Colum broke away. He didn’t need a longwinded explanation from his old mentor. 


The two trolls’ attention was drawn to a rumbling in the bushes. As they looked up, they heard a 
strange voice singing from beyond the clearing. The language was unknown to them. 


< Trolls of the Neither Realm! We have heard of your transgressions against the Avellarai and their 
human allies. We are sending an emissary to deliver our judgement concerning your affairs. > 


Colum lit the tunic on Aldrian’s manikin. It began to slowly smoke. There was no sudden release of fire 
and light as Aldrian had naively expected. 


The trolls rose up. Each was at least eighteen feet tall. Their true girth and height amazed Colum and 
his friends. 


Then, the rescuers watched in horror as the trolls walked past the hidden scarecrow, oblivious to the 
presence of Colum and the others. Their path led directly toward Aldrian’s place of concealment. 


His trap worked too well for once, Colum thought to himself. I must act before they find him 
and attack. He will never survive this encounter. 


Tynam saw no need for a signal now. He fired both arrows into the center of the campfire. 
Nothing seemed to happen. They burned merrily in the embers of the fire. 


Colum raised his torch and he lit the first of the trees in the circle of the glade. This time 
there was a reaction. The trolls stopped in their tracks as the line of fire spread from tree to tree. 


< What is going on here > a voice like thunder boomed out across the clearing. < I leave you 
alone for a short while and you set half of this glade on fire. > 


Everyone turned their attention to the tallest of the three trolls who had returned for his 
supper. He looked to be at least twenty- four feet tall and twice the girth of his two companions. He 
held in his right hand a glowing metal knife the length of a Kendilean broadsword. And he was not in a 
good mood. 


Now, we are all going to die! At least I won’t be alive to tell the prince how his grandfather 
ignominiously perished at the hands of a troll Colum despaired. 


Tynam’s forgotten arrows continued to burn, twisting and melting in the campfire. Then there 
was an unexpected explosion in the center of the camp. Flaming debris struck Wullum the Troll, in his 
face. Blinded by fire and pain, he ran screaming into the night. 


The oil stained tunic that belonged to Hakom suddenly burst into flame as well. Now the 
trolls were thrown off guard by the flaming apparition in the bushes and the explosion by their 
cauldron. Curiosity turned to fear and uncertainty. 


“Free the girl now!” Aldrian shouted. Tynam had already run ahead, confident in the mutual 
distractions provided by fire and explosion. Hakom also hurtled himself forward. It seemed that for a 
moment he would be on a collision course with one of the stone like adversaries standing before him. 
As the giant creature reached out to grab him, Hakom quickly dived between the troll’s legs. He rolled 
on the ground and he found himself beside Tynam, who was trying to extinguish the smothering embers 
embedded in the captive’s skirt. Without hesitation, the big man grabbed the girl and began to roughly 
roll her around in the dirt. Surprisingly she did not seem to mind this treatment. She just continued to 
hum to herself some ancient, enigmatic tune. 


Tynam discovered, to his horror, that he must fight this troll by himself. As it turned around 
and advanced upon him, Tynam picked up a burning brand from the scattered debris of the campfire. 
He had noticed that some of Aldrian’s mysterious black powder still remained unconsumed on the 


firebrand. The soldier bravely swung the smothering brand against his adversary’s right leg. There was 
an immediate reaction from the impact. The troll screamed in pain as his stone like appendage shattered 
from the exploding brand. Flames ran up and down the surface of his fragmented leg. 


Tynam was thrown backward fifty feet by the explosion. There was no feeling present in his 
burnt and blackened right hand. Hot, blackened wooden splinters were deeply embedded three inches 
or so into his palm. He lay on the ground, stunned and disorientated. 


In the meantime, Hakom had just completed extinguishing the fire on her tattered dress. He 
drew out the sharp edged hunting knife and began to cut through the coarse and dirty hemp rope. 
Though it was old and well worn in places, this sturdy material could probably restrain a full-grown 
bull. 


Accursed troll knots, he thought. It is an easier task to just cut this rope than to try to undo 
these complicated and thrice tied cords. Trolls always do everything the hard way. There! Her ankles 
are free! She can walk. Now for these ropes around her hands and her shoulders. If Tynam can keep 
that troll distracted for a bit longer... 


But, at that moment, Hakom was the one distracted. For he heard a very loud explosion close 
by. The big man looked up just in time to see Tynam sail above his head and then painfully land some 
forty feet away. Directly thereafter, a shrill scream split the air. Hakom covered his ears to drown out 
the noise. Even the distraught captive momentarily paused her soft song. 


“That scream can only bring more trouble,” Hakom said to her. He sheathed his knife and 
helped the disheveled lady to her feet. Then he ran toward Tynam, dragging the lady along in his 
strong, right hand. She didn’t seem to care. 


Tynam sat on his haunches, gazing at his blackened, splinter filled hand as Hakom closed the 
distance between them. 


“Get up and follow me. “ Hakom and the captive scampered for a gap between the burning 
trees. Though shaken by his ordeal, Tynam did not pause to question Hakom’s lead. He ran up beside 
them. 


The other troll, investigating the burning scarecrow, had discovered Colum’s presence 
nearby. The mendicant, feeling a surge of bravado, brandished his torch in the behemoth’s face. 
Although Trolls are reputed to be afraid of fire and vulnerable to sunlight, they are not stupid creatures. 
This one laughed as he easily batted the torch from the surprised apprentice’s hand. Colum’s right arm 
was almost detached by that blow. Then he grabbed the unfortunate mendicant by his right hand. 


< Well, look what I found! More meat for supper tonight. You will pay dearly for hurting 
Sweet Wullum. > 


Then he heard a scream. Barath was in trouble. He flung Colum aside and he rushed to his 
brother’s aid. He found Barath lying on his back in the middle of the clearing, clutching the fragments 
of his splintered leg. Off in the distance, near the burning tree line, three small figures scurried away. 
One of them cast an ominous shadow behind their flight. The least of them still hummed that same 
annoying tune. Turning his gaze to his left, he saw that the other skinny, robed figure had crawled off 
into the undergrowth. Behind him, on the horizon, a red glow was rising. With a sigh of resignation, he 
helped his brother to a standing position. Together they shuffled to their cave before the hated light of 
the coming day. The dishes could wait for another night. 


“Wasn’t that a wonderful plan?” Aldrian said to the others after they had rejoined him beyond 
the clearing. 


“Don’t pat yourself on the back too loudly, old man. They might hear you. That was a stupid, 
poorly executed plan. You nearly managed to kill all of us.” Colum blustered, directing all of his anger 
at his master. 


“Well, I admit that the black powder took longer to ignite than I thought that it would. But it 
caused a great explosion, especially when I mixed other dry powders and the fire leaves with it. I never 
tried that before. It is a pity that I used up most of the powder and all of the leaves in the process.” 


“You didn’t know? You guessed? We could have all been killed back there!” 


“Gentlemen! Gentlemen! Stop arguing! We have bigger problems than your petty egos. 
Tynam is falling behind. He holds his hand as if he is in great pain. And the lady has passed out again. I 
fear that her fever is consuming her.” Hakom halted. He gently put the mysterious lady on the ground. 
Aldrian bent over her, placing his left hand over her forehead. 


“She is burning up. We must get her to the ship as quickly as possible. As for Tynam, I fear 
that I can do little for his hand until we reach a safe haven where I can work without interruptions. 
Perhaps the ship’s store will have the herbs and the clean linen that I need to treat his injuries.” 


It was midmorning when the five returned to the beach. Colum was afraid that the Snow 
Swan had already departed at the break of dawn. But his fears were groundless. The young prince stood 
by the ship’s longboat with Captain Eimh’s first mate and another Avellarian sailor. 


“Grandfather! You have returned unhurt! Who is the fair maiden that Hakom carries so gently 
in his arms?” 


< It is the Lady Islisa! You found her! Captain Eimh will be most grateful. But what of the 
timbers and the fresh water barrels? We are running very low. And where is the rest of her party? > The 
first mate asked. 


Peter translated the questions from the sailors. He always had a good ear for languages, and he was a 
quick study. In truth, he had learned a rudimentary understanding of the Avellarian written language 
from his teachers at Castle Kendil and he even spoke a few phrases of it fluently before their journey. 
While his father and the others were gone the previous night, he had plenty of time to practice his 
accent and expand his vocabulary from the sailors on the beach. And the captain and his crew could 
understand the boy’s simple grammar much better than the old man, whose often spoke in twisting and 
confusing sentence structures. 


“Tell the first mate it is most likely that the crew with Islisa were eaten by trolls, if they were 
lucky. As for the supplies, they lay scattered in a clearing about four miles west of here. They might 
serve as a memorial for the strewn bones of that foraging party. If the crew wants the ruined foodstuffs 
that badly, they will have to fight the trolls for them,” Colum commented a bit sarcastically. 


“You might win, though,” he said, looking the first mate in the eye. “We softened them up a 
bit for you.” 


Peter translated this answer. The sailors were despondent upon hearing this news, and they 
seemed in no mood to argue with Islisa’s rescuers. In fact, they seemed anxious to leave the area as 
soon as possible. They crammed everyone aboard the ship’s boat and slowly rowed to the Snow Swan. 
The morning fog had finally burned off, giving Peter his first full view of the ship. It was a caravel, a 


small sailing ship with a round bow and a square stern. It had but a single deck and three lateen 
(square) sails. Its rudder was suspended in the center of the square stern. It probably displaced about 
sixty tons, according to Aldrian’s rough estimate. The Sage informed the boy that the ship needed no 
foremast, since the main mast could serve in that function. Also, Aldrian remarked, a fourth mast could 
be raised at the bow, if the need arose for more speed. 


“The triangular sails allow the ship faster movement toward the wind, and the lighter hull 
makes it easier to maneuver, whether the crew is using sails or oars.” 


“Tt’s a beautiful ship, Grandfather. Do you think we could arrange for one to be built for the 
castle?” 


“Ha, ha. That is very funny, my Prince. But we have no need of such light vessels near the 
castle itself. Our country is nearly landlocked, except for the Great Bay of Grimlock. And most of our 
rivers are too shallow or narrow to navigate such a fine ship as this. No, Peter. Kendil needs heavy 
warships for transporting soldiers, like the cog ‘Sea Hawk’, except much larger and more seaworthy. 
This ship is a diplomatic envoy vessel, designed for quick transport, not war.” 


“T see. None the less, look at the damage to the upper hull and to the timbers of the main 
mast. There are burn marks in places that remind me of the destructive power of your black powder. 
Doubtless, this vessel has been in a battle or two quite recently,” Peter commented as they climbed up 
the boarding ladder to the deck. 


“Your observations are most astute, Prince Peter. Captain Eimh wishes to speak with Master 
Aldrian in his cabin.” A tall Avellarian sailor approached the sage and his charge. 


“You speak Kendilean!” Peter said in amazement. 


“Yes. I have spent some time in the kingdoms of the Middle Realm on diplomatic missions 
with the Lady. I know your language quite well. Now, If you will accompany me to the Captain’s cabin, 
Sir. He wishes to speak with you privately concerning your rescue of the Lady Islisa, and to discuss 
other matters as well!” 


The two men sat across from each other at a small table. They sat in silence for a few long 
moments. Despite his bravado, Aldrian still had some doubts about his mastery of the Avellarian 
language and the fluency of his dialects. Finally, in a stammering voice, he spoke. 


< Clearly, you are far off course, Captain. What is a diplomatic ship such as this one, so 
strikingly identified by its flags and markings, doing in these waters? Normally only Trule or Loshdhel 
vessels would move through this bay. And, as we both know, the Trule do not build or sail any ships. > 


< Quite true. I might ask the same of you, though. How many humans from Kendil or the 
Evergreen Vale travel this far north through the deadly hills of the old Trule settlements for a lark, no 
less? > 


<I shall be honest with you, as we are beholden to you for your hospitality and we are at 
your mercy for safe passage to a civilized town. > Aldrian then began to recount most of his journey 
from Castle Kendil to their present predicament of being stranded in Trule. 


The Captain, for his part, was sympathetic to Aldrian’s plight. He expressed gratitude for 
their rescue of the Lady Islisa. Then, in a slow and simple fashion, he related to Aldrian the story of his 
own misfortunes. 


< On the twelfth day of the eleventh month of the past year, we arrived in the harbor of 
Miranda Sound. Our orders were to pick up Ambassador Corrina of Glintolmir and deliver her to 
Khelektol. Unfortunately, we came too late. A flotilla of three pirate ships had sailed into the harbor 
three days before and had laid siege to the town. 


< Ambassador Corrina, under the protection of a white flag, came forth to negotiate for the 
safety of the town. When the pirates discovered her noble rank and her identity, they took her captive 
and then quickly looted the town. Though it seemed to be a hopeless endeavor, we gave chase. Owing 
to the speed of our ship and to the loyalty and determination of my crew, we were able to overtake the 
slowest and the largest of the pirate vessels on the third day of our pursuit. The vessel was about to 
enter the harbor of Morgan’s Cove, a port city notorious for its slave markets on the island of Peiran. It 
is considered by many as the most infamous habitation on all of the Western Coast. Every variety of 
thief and scoundrel congregates in its town square. 


< We closed on the enemy craft. I was counting on the fact that the pirates would be 
celebrating their victory by now. I surmised that they would be too drunk on stolen wines and too 
intoxicated by their newfound wealth to put up much of a fight against our boarding party. The element 
of surprise was in our favor. The few sailors sober enough to withstand us were not expecting so fierce 
a battle from a small party of ‘Avellarian weaklings.’ We were able to capture the ship with but a few 
causalities. But the Ambassador was not aboard this vessel. By now her sister ships had swung around 
to face their pursuer. 


< Our boarding party retreated back to the Snow Swan just in time. The catapults of the other 
two ships launched a volley of black death upon our deck, killing four of my crew in a single attack. 
The balls of fiery black pitch burned continually and resisted our most valiant efforts to extinguish their 
flames. The second volley tore through our main mast, shredding most of our main sail. As the pirate 
ships closed on us, I thought we were doomed. I could almost count the number of men in their 
boarding parties as the ships drew ever near. Then, a lucky accident saved us, if it was by chance alone 
we were saved. A third fiery discharge from the catapults struck their treasure-laden ship by mistake. A 
second shot, intended to rake across our bow, repeated the accident. The two remaining vessels had to 
choose between saving their precious booty and companions, or chasing us. Fortunately, they chose the 
former. We limped away from that port, leaving a trail of debris in our wake. 


< We made what little repairs we could on the open sea. The damaged main mast barely held 
up against the fierce blasts of the icy North Winds. We rounded the peninsula of Rinn Iolar a mere two 
hours ahead of the four great ships sent in pursuit of us. I believe that they were carracks, with huge 
black and red mail sails. The Lady Islisa, who is an excellent navigator and a master of the winds, 
guided us in eluding our foes. Finally, we put in at a tiny inlet along the North Western coast of Trule, 
confidant that no one would pursue us through these treacherous ice floes and the bone chilling fury of 
the Northern Winds. Greater ships than the carracks have been crushed by the ice in these waters, or 
have lost both mast and sail to the power of the northern ice storms. 


< Our first landing party found some fresh water and a small amount of game to replenish our 
dwindling food supplies, but no timber suitable to repair our damaged main mast. Luckily we had extra 
canvas to refit the main sail. We ventured further east through these deadly waters. Finally, we sought 
shelter in this bay. Islisa and three others volunteered to go ashore for additional water, game, and 
timber for the mast and the hull. After half a day, no one returned. Then, according to my first mate’s 
report, you and your friends appeared. You know the rest. > 


< What do you plan to do now? > The sage inquired. 


< We must return to Peiran and rescue the Ambassador, of course. My crew and I have no 
other choice. I cannot return to the Court of Queen Ascelyn of the Silver Isles with no an ambassador 


and a sickly handmaiden. You asked me for safe passage to a friendly town or neutral port. I shall 
provide such in return for your help rescuing the Ambassador. Do you agree to my terms? > Captain 
Eimh replied. 


< It seems that I have no other choice. I shall agree on the condition that my grandson, Peter, 
remains on board the Snow Swan during the rescue attempt. I have put him in too much danger already. 
= 


< Of course. I would have it no other way. The ambassador’s assistant, who escorted you to 
my cabin, would make a fit companion and guide for the boy while we are in Peiran. He has been at 
many courts both in the Middle Realm and the Northern Realm and he has much in common with your 
prince, I’m sure. > 


“How is your hand, my friend?” 


“T shall live, perhaps. When the soreness and the swelling subsides, I may even wield a sword 
or a polearm in King Harold’s service again.” Tynam flexed his hand back and forth. The blackened 
flesh stood out in contrast to the white strips of clothe that bound his hand. He stood on deck with 
Hakom, watching the distant shore of Trule. 


“The last foraging party returned an hour ago. They were barely able to gather enough food 
and water to last us another two days. Like it or not, we will be sailing to Peiran very soon,” Hakom 
said. 


Aldrian joined them a moment later. 


“T bear ill tidings. It seems that the lookout in the crow’s nest has spotted a small gathering of 
trolls approaching the beach. Perhaps there are twenty or more. Apparently, the incident last night 
stirred up their entire community, if one can call it that. I doubt that the captain will stay here to face 
their wraith. He’ll probably make those repairs somewhere else along this coast.” The sage commented 
in his usual matter of fact, self-assured attitude. 


“Not if I understood correctly the looks on those sailors’ faces. The wood they gathered is too 
green for the needed repairs. If the captain wants the job done properly, he will have to obtain the wood 
from a port. And the only one I know of that is close is in Peiran.” 


The Snow Swan retreated from the Bay of Thundermist. It sailed northwest, heading toward 
Khelektol and the other Silver Isles. As the ship crawled up the coastline of Trule, both passengers and 
crew could not fail to notice the watch fires burning on the distant cliffs and hills. Obviously, they were 
meant as a warning for any human or Avellarai who might consider trespassing in their realm. Finally, 
the small caravel inched past Rinn Iolar, which translated as ‘Eagle Point’ in Avellarian. This was the 
highest observation point on the peninsula. A large bonfire blazed above, outlining several sentries at 
their assigned post. Suddenly, a huge rock catapulted from the cliffs. It missed the ship by a few yards. 
As the missile hit the water, it exploded, spraying burning pitch and fiery shrapnel throughout the 
immediate area. The heat from the blast was so intense that even the ice and snow in the vicinity of ship 
began to melt after impact. Seawater began to boil around the ship. 


< Turn to starboard! Raise all the sails! Get us out of here with all due haste! > The captain 
shouted as another missile arched through the sky. 


The second rock exploded less than a yard behind the swift craft. A line of fire marked the 
wake of the caravel. The stern of the Snow Swan began to smoke as the embedded shrapnel burnt 


through the wooden hull. 


< Scrap off those burning fragments and that pitch! Drown out the fire on deck with snow 
and ice water! Smother that smoking wood with ashes! > 


A tumultious cheer arose from the cliffs. Giant figures were jumping up and down on the 
heights. Evidently, the assailants thought that the ship was doomed. Suddenly, the wind began to rise, 
as it often did in this climate. A chilling blast of Arctic air filled the sails of the tiny caravel, propelling 
the ship beyond the range of the deadly catapult. Ice and hail began to rain down upon the Snow Swan, 
putting out the tiny inferno before it could spread. 


The fury of the ice storm seemed to be concentrated on the lookout post in the cliffs above. Thunder 
boomed across the horizon. Lightning arced through the clouds, illuminating the pinnacle of Rinn 
Tolar. One giant, then another, fell from the cliffs, their descent silhouetted against the flashing sky, and 
their death screams silenced by the raging thunder. 


Driven by the power of the winter winds, the frail craft flew into the protective embrace of the 
darkness. Those giants that survived the fury of the heavens that night never saw the little vessel again. 


Chapter Thirteen: The Straits of Destruction 


The Snow Swan was anchored two miles northeast of the Bay of the Tempest, sheltered from sight by 
the Cliffs of Desolation. Captain Eimh did not wish to enter the harbor of Peiran and risk recognition. 
How many Avellarian caravels would be likely to visit such a disreputable port without drawing 
immediate suspicion from the local sailors and the townsfolk? 


< We have no choice but to stop here. Our rations are depleted, and it is a three-day voyage to 
Khelektol or any other of the Silver Isles of the North. With both Ambassador Corrina captured and the 
Lady Islisa stricken by fever, we have no true weather master to guide our ship through these 
treacherous storms and other icy perils of the North. And we need additional time to re-sew our canvas 
and make minor repairs to the stern. 


< Here is a list of supplies that we need for the journey. Procure what you can at different shops. If 
anyone asks about your business, act tough and be evasive. If you are pressed to the end, say that you 
are traveling merchants who buy ship’s material such as canvas or timber as cheaply as possible to sell 
to naive fools at western ports in Englewood or Calenlad for exorbitant prices. The greedy shopkeepers 
will sympathize with your enterprise, in most likelihood. 


< Last of all, do not forget your primary mission. Gather news about Ambassador Corrina, and if 
possible, rescue her at any reasonable cost. Here are twenty silver coins for your expenses. > 


Aldrian, Hakom, Colum, and Tynam were sent in the ship’s boat into the harbor town. Since they were 
not Avellarai, they might easily pass for visiting merchants without drawing an undue amount of 
attention. Aldrian, as usual, volunteered to take charge of the party, but he was over-ruled by Tynam. 


“Tn this particular circumstance, I am more qualified to lead the group. Just calm down and listen for 
once, “Your Lordship”. I know from experience when a man is lying, and when he is telling the truth. I 
also know how to make contacts with the lower classes of scum that stalk these streets. And I have a 
touch of the shadow upon my person. That will endear certain types to me, the kind of folk who would 
normally distrust or avoid you.” 


And so, the foursome split into two groups. Aldrian and Colum wandered from shop to shop, gathering 
provisions and material for the ship. Tynam, the scoundrel, and his tough, silent bodyguard, Hakom, 
traveled from tavern to inn, gathering gossip and information. In one of these establishments, “The 
Scarlet Troll’, Tynam overheard a bit of disturbing news. 


“By the length of my ebony longsword, I just can’t wait for the mid-day auction! I heard that a week 
ago, Captain Janus and his crew brought back a snow skinned Elfling from the sack of a western port. 
It is said that her complexion is as clear as ice and her silver hair finer than the bristles of a fancy 
artist’s paint brush. Her green eyes sparkle like the distant stars. I’m sure it will be worth the price of 
admission for a glimpse of her fairy beauty!” 


“Bah! You had best save your money, my friend! I hear that she knocked down three guards before she 
was finally subdued. She has a temper like a wildcat! That’s what her green eyes mean. And besides, 
even if you could afford to buy her, you could never tame her.” 


“Bad news, Friends,” a third voice piped up. “It seems that you two haven’t heard the latest gossip 
today. This foreign wildcat fled the premises this morning. Someone drugged the guards’ breakfast, and 
then they picked her locks and chains. She is running loose in the town. But the slave auctioneer’s 
trying to keep this news quiet. He wants a good turnout today. He hopes that his guards will capture her 
before the news spreads about her escape. Besides, if everyone finds out how tough and mean she 
really is, she might not bring such a good price.” 


“Who is her accomplice?” the second one asked. “She could not have drugged the guards by herself.” 


“All of the rumors say that he is a dwarf. He came to Miranda Sound riding a fine Calenladean mount. 
He was captured in the sack of the city. It seems that the Slave Master had fine plans for him. He was 
going to be sold to the highest bidder as a miner. There are many silver and copper mines along the 
West Coast, and good, strong workers always bring many silver coins. 


“But this Dwarf, it seems, was not so tough. He complained and cried a great deal about his plight. He 
claimed that he was a cook, not a minor. So the Slave Master indulged him in his fantasy, and he agreed 
to let him cook a meal or two before he would be sold to the mines. He repaid his master’s generosity 
by poisoning the guards and helping the beautiful Elfling escape. 


“They probably have closed the port by now. No boats will leave these waters without a thorough 
search. I pity anyone caught by the Harbor Master or his guards smuggling that pair.” 


Aldrian and Colum noticed a great amount of activity in the streets. The town guard was everywhere. 
People were being stopped and questioned by arrogant bullies who wore the livery of Peiran. Carts 
were searched and some wagons overturned. As guardsmen rushed into shops, taverns, and public 
houses, towns’ people and other scoundrels poured out. Clearly, something was afoot. Twice Aldrian 
and Colum were stopped by curious guardsmen who inquired about their business in ‘the fair city’ and 
about their place of origin. Aldrian stuck with the captain’s suggestion that they were traveling 
merchants. The first set of town guard grudgingly accepted the story. The second did not. 


“Now, Old Man, tell me the truth,” the sergeant of the guard growled in the sage’s face. “I can tell a lie 
when I heard it. You and your naive friend are not merchants. You do not possess the cunning for it! 


Why did you buy this canvas and all this food? You have purchased enough meat and dry grain to feed 
a small ship’s crew for several days. Who do you work for?” 


“They work for me!” bellowed a voice behind the sergeant. “I come to the poorest excuse for a port to 
skin down the prices on large amounts of food so that I can resell them later to stupid privateers from 
Calenlad and Englewood. The fools don’t plan ahead to properly ration out their supplies to last 
through more than a single voyage. If I am lucky, I might run across an Avellarian ship’s captain in dire 
need of supplies. Then I charge him triple the normal cost. 


“And I buy large amounts of canvas so I won’t be caught short in the wind when a fiery shot from one 
of those catapults blazes through my sails. On occasion, an angry ship’s captain who later resents my 
generous prices will respond like that.” 


“Tynam! As I live and breathe! The last gossip that I heard about you placed you still in service to the 
cowardly king of Kendil Dope. Halford I believe was his name.” 


“Harold, you mean.” 


“Yes. I heard that he was killed in Scaladean territory by rebel forces led by yourself and some others. 
Then you hid the body and hushed up the murder. I understand that Halford’s stupid father-in-law, a 
want-to-be wizard/sage is still looking for the corpse. He is more fool than anything, I presume.” 


“Yes, yes, so say the rumors. No, I left the king’s service shortly after his untimely demise. I recruited 
these two innocent looking fellows to aid me in my business. What is going on, Sergeant? Why are you 
using these heavy handed bullying tactics?” 


So it was that Aldrian and Colum learned the same news that Tynam had overheard at ‘The Scarlet 
Troll’ tavern. More small talk followed between Tynam and his old friend. After which, the sergeant 
and his patrol departed to continue their interrogations elsewhere. Aldrian was barely able to repress his 
anger at the sergeant’s words and his impudence. Colum breathed a sigh of relief that the grueling 
interview had concluded. 


Then the mendicant thought that he heard something. He cocked his head again. It was a noise similar 
to a snake hissing. He looked back down the narrow alley that they had just walked past. He thought 
that he saw a small, squat figure hiding behind a pile of refuge. He ran into the narrow passageway to 
investigate. 


“Colum, I believe. Do you remember me?” 


“Yes, yes! You look familiar. You are the dwarf that we met at the town fair in Bella Sarn. You sold 
Peter the porridge in exchange for his inheritance. What are you doing here?” 


“T’m in hiding!” 
“T can see that. I mean, how did you get here, and why are you hiding?” 


“My wife was distraught with me the night of our encounter. I was thrown out of bed for that incident. 
As I wandered the streets that night, I became aware of a disturbance. Prince Rhian was gathering up 
men for another set of search parties. The prince of Kendil was still missing, and Prince Rhian needed 
every able-bodied man who could ride. I volunteered and I was given this excellent steed, a brown and 
white young pony. We rode off that night in pairs, trying to track down the deceiver and his victim. We 
continued the search for two more days, but we found nothing. Prince Rhian cancelled the rescue 
mission and told everyone to report to the town square to return our mounts and collect our pay. By 
then, I had grown quite fond of my little pony, who I had named Apple Butter. And I knew that my 
wife’s ire would be great, so I feared to return home. With great reluctance, I rode out of town to pursue 
my own quest for the dear, missing prince.” 


“So you stole the little pony and fled the town.” 


“ *Stole’ is such an unkind word. In truth, I borrowed it for a noble purpose, to rescue the son of a king 
from his enemies.” 


“You left with no food! How did you survive in the wilderness?” 


“You forget that I am a master cook. I know poisoned berries from good ones. I also possess the 
cunning and guile of...a merchant. When I would pass by small farms or great manor houses, I would 
pay a visit to their kitchens and to their alehouses. My shrewdness in dealing with other folk always 
guaranteed that I would always leave with two long loaves of bread and a jug of ale.” 


“You knew when no one was in residence, and you procured food. When your poor victim was at 
home, you probably bargained him into the ground. I’m sure that you have left quite an impression on 
Prince Rhian with your cavalier treatment of his vassal farmers and those residing in his great manor 
houses.” 


“That is your perspective on my situation. It is quite different from mine. As for my pony, he was quite 
easy to feed. The wild pastures of Evergreen Vale, its generous tenants and their farm lands, and the 
oats that I procured from my shrewd dealings with the peasants of the village communities kept him 
well fed until we reached Miranda Sound. 


“At this point in time, I had still gathered no useful information concerning the Prince and his abductor. 
I was torn between returning to Calenlad or booking passage on a ship heading to Suthdor when 
disaster struck.” 


“Yes, we know all about the pillage of Miranda Sound and the abduction of Ambassador Corrina,” the 
mendicant said, trying to speed up the dwarf’s long-winded story. For he was tiring of this tedious 
monologue. 

“A beautiful woman is she, even for an Avellarai. I was dazzled by her fiery spirit and physical 
strength. Did you know that it required three guards to subdue her?” 


“T have heard the tale at least twice now. I assume that you are the one who poisoned her guards...” 
“Tt was only a sleeping potion.” 
“And then you used your skills with a lock pick or some kitchen utensil on her manacles.” 


“Actually, I took the keys from the sleeping guards and I unlocked her cell door. She had promised to 
take me with her on a ship bound north, but we became separated after fleeing the auction house. I am 
not as fleet of foot as she is. I had hoped to find her again, but alas...” 


“So, Dwarf, what do you desire of us? Do you expect us to endanger our passage from here by 
dragging along an escaped prisoner?” Colum felt sorry for the dwarf, but he could not resist the chance 
to bait him, as the dwarf had once strung Peter along. 


“Please, Sir,” Mimir the Dwarf cried as he fell to his knees. “I promise to repent my thieving ways, my 
skullduggery, and my craftiness. I shall turn over a new leaf. I shall be a different person if you grant 
me safe conduct from this evil town. I don’t wish to spend the rest of my days working in chains in 
some dark cavern, digging out silver or copper ore.” 


“And...” 


“And... I will tear up the contract binding Prince Peter to me. I shall free him from the debt he incurred 
to me.” 


“Very noble! And...” 


“And...what? Oh, I shall serve Prince Peter in any way that you see fit. If necessary, though I pray 
otherwise, I will even lay down my life for him in serve of Kendil.” 


“And what about your lying?” 


“Well, Colum, you can’t expect a dwarf like myself to give up everything. I must retain one vice for my 
self -preservation. But I am willing to agree to all the other above stated terms.” 


“Very well. Then I believe that we have a deal. Now we need to hurry along. The town watch will be 
patrolling past here soon enough.” 


“You certainly took long enough,” Tynam said as the pair sneaked out of the alleyway. “I had to distract 
two patrols of guards while you two partook of your little dialogue. Climb into the wagon, Dwarf, and 
pull that blanket over you. I don’t want any more delays. When I left the tavern, I told Hakom to return 
to the dock and guard our ship’s boat. The last thing we need is to be stranded here with ‘illegal 
cargo’...” Tynam shot a glance at the hidden figure under the covering as he spoke, “because 
somebody ‘borrowed’ our ship’s boat.” 


“Where is our vessel?” Hakom lamented, as he stood alone on the dock, his face contorted by a look of 
bewilderment. A feeling of helplessness washed over him as he stared at the empty waters beside the 
spot marked ‘19’ in Calenladean runes. He was uncertain of what to do next as he looked blankly 
across the mist filled bay, desperately hoping to catch sight of the missing boat His inner torment was 
interrupted by the approach of a long wagon heavily laden with foodstuffs, water kegs, boards, nails, 
and other supplies. It was drawn by an old black mare, and its driver was familiar to him. 


“We may have to make two trips, my friend,” Tynam shouted heartily to the big man. Aldrian and 
Colum jumped off the back of the wagon and began to unload its contents. 


“Or none at all. It seems that our boat has been stolen. We had best report it to the Harbormaster, if 
there is such an official in this port,” the big man said dispiritedly. 


“T don’t think that is such a good idea,” Aldrian said as Mimir the Dwarf hopped from his hiding place 
in the wagon. 


“Hey, who is this?” Hakom shouted, amazed for the second time that day. “Don’t I know you, little 
man?” 


“T certainly hope not,” the Dwarf replied in mild amusement. “We little people all look alike to you 
Bigger Folk. Hey, who are you calling ‘little’, anyway?” He retorted in mock anger. 


“T meant you no offense. I encountered a dwarf several weeks ago. He left me stranded in a very bad 
situation,” Hakom began to explain. 


“Listen, Big Man. I don’t know anything about boats or water, or deserting people in the middle of a 
river.” 


This last statement shocked Hakom. He was about to reply, but he was distracted by the agitation in 
Colum’s voice. 


“What do you mean, you ‘borrowed’ this wagon? Now I understand why our boat is missing!” 


“Oh, come on, Colum. Don’t tell me you believe in divine retribution, or that one bad deed is the result 
of a previous one because the victim is the originator of the crime. Perhaps this is a testing from the 
Guardians to determine our worthiness for this quest,” Aldrian cajoled his apprentice in a mocking 
tone. 


“Quiet, all of you! Mimir, return to your hiding place. I can see the town guard coming now through 
the evening mist,” Tynam warned everyone. 


The rolling evening mist hid other things as well. The lone figure had rowed as close as it dared to the 
sleek cargo ship. 


Any further penetration of the fog might alert the watch on the ship to the stealthy approach of the 
stolen longboat. So far, its proximity had not been spotted due the lack of a full moon and the thick, 
concealing cover of the fog. The hooded figure gently lowered itself into the water and swan toward the 
larger craft. With any luck, a mooring line or a rope ladder would be hanging on the starboard side in 
anticipation of the tender’s return. 


Cautiously, it climbed aboard the ship. The mist thickened around the silent intruder almost 
naturally. The crew aboard did not seem to be aware of its presence. The intruder shuck around the 
deck, darting from mast to mast. This ship is not in the best of shape, it observed. Perhaps it had been 
in a battle recently with the inhabitants of that horrible harbor town. In that case, it is no wonder that 
the ship is anchored so far from the port. Darkness and fog protected it from its adversaries as well. 
Hopefully the crew did not intend to renew the conflict. That might ruin a potential plan for someone’s 
escape. 


In the captain’s quarters, Peter sat, nursing the injured Lady Islisa. Every hour or so, he 
applied a damp, cold towel to the forehead of the beautiful young woman that lay in the captain’s bed. 
Her fever did not show any sign of improvement. She shook from time to time, as if she might explode 
from her inner spasms. At other times, she would lie there in deadly silence, as if all signs of life had 
left her body. Peter feared for her safety during these episodes, and he would rush over to check her 
hands and head for signs of life. Sometimes, she would even speak about herself and the events of the 
past few days. In her delirium she would relate to him her dreams and the details of her past life. Now 
in the grip of the fever, she was reciting to Peter an old poem about the war between the Avellarai and 
the realm of Aris. Peter was listening so intently to her that he did not hear other footsteps enter the 
room. 


“Le claidheamh briste snamh en le linn.” She softly spoke. 
< The broken sword floats on the lake. 
The cloak falls trailing 
Over the vacant throne. 
Her hand holds the empty crown. 
Where have the last of the Lady’s 
Enchanted kindred gone? > 
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Peter began to reply in Loshdhel: “Gach ni an lathair laigh air tacbh thall...’ 


< All now lie beyond... 


Through the sword be covered with rust, 


And the crown lies forgotten in the dust, 


Despair not all riches as lost. 


The shield may have no sheen, ‘tis true, 
But wealth is still concealed 


In sunlight golden and fields green. > 


The figure stood silently now in the doorway, less than a few feet behind the little boy. There 
must be some mistake! What is she doing here? And who is that small boy who holds her captive? I 
must be certain. I must see for myself, the mysterious entity thought. Quietly, it inched forward. A little 
hand reached into its soaked breeches and pulled out a small dagger. 


Peter felt a sudden pressure against his Adam’s apple. The impression was sharp and deadly. 
“Who are you, Boy? What have you done to the Lady Islisa?” 


“T don’t know of what you speak! She is delirious from a fever. I am trying to nurse her back 
to health.” 


“You lie, Boy.” The knife bit into Peter’s neck. A thin trickle of blood began to flow down 
onto his tunic. 


“Lie to me again, and I shall run it across your neck.” 


“Honestly. My friends and I stumbled across this ship anchored off the northern coast of 
Trule. The ship’s captain asked us to help in the search for missing crewmembers. My friends were 
gone the better part of a night and a day. She was the only one who survived out of a crew of three or 
so.” 


“A likely tale, Boy. I should kill you right now. Why would the Lady Islisa be in Trule?” 


“They said...that is, Captain Eimh said this is a diplomatic escort ship. It was headed to 
Miranda to pick up an ambassador. I believe her name was Corrina or Corrine. They arrived to discover 
that pirates had raided the port of Miranda Sound some days before. They finally engaged one of the 
pirate ships outside the Bay of Peiran, but they lost the battle and were driven off with much damage 
and loss of life. This ship, the Snow Swan, barely fled intact to the coasts of Trule. The lady Islisa was 
in charge of the landing party that ran afoul of the trolls. That is all that I know. Please don’t kill me!” 


“You know too much as it is. And you reveal a great more than you need to when talking to 
strangers, Boy. Why have you told me so much?” She said with a bit of irritation in her voice. 


“I’m sorry! I thought that you wanted the truth. My grandfather, Aldrian of Kendil, told me to 
always be honest with people. Especially when they have a weapon (like that knife) and you do not.” 


“Why do you care so much for the woman, Boy?” 


“She is one of the Avellarai. My family is distantly related to them. Therefore, I respect all 
Avellarai, especially one as beautiful as the lady Islisa. 


“Be careful, Little Boy, or you will lose your heart to her. Tell me now, and speak honestly 
and truthfully to me. How do you know the lay of ‘Nuair Riaghachd Sgrias’?” 


“That is easy to answer! My sister taught it to me. She married a Loshdhellion noble five 
years ago. Her husband taught it to her, and she passed it on to me during her last visit three years ago.” 


Peter paused a moment. Then he continued, as a look of sadness crossed his face. 


“Tt is the only thing that I have to remember her by. She died of a broken heart two and a half 
years ago after her husband perished in battle against a Scaladean war party.” 


‘‘What was the cause of the battle?” 


“A border dispute, like it always is. That is why I believe my father went off to make peace 
between the Scaladee and the Loshdhel a year or so ago.” 


“And his name was...?” 

“King Harold of Kendil.” 

The figure above him let out a gasp and began to loosen its grip on him. 
“Then you must be...” 


“He is Peter, Prince of the same kingdom.” Aldrian’s voice boomed across the cabin. Behind 
him stood Colum and Hakom who attempted to strike a threatening pose. 


“Step away from the boy and identity yourself.” The outrage in Aldrian’s voice was clearly 
not another of his shows of bravado. 


Instead, the figure stared impassionately at them for a few long moments, as if to retain 
control over this confrontation. Islisa moaned softly, as if in great pain. Unexpectedly, the hooded 
stranger seemed to lose all interest in this showdown. It released its grip on the prince’s body. Then it 
removed the knife from Peter’s bleeding throat. A gentle hand now caressed Islisa’s burning forehead. 


“The fever will break soon. I know where we can retrieve some herbs to heal this sickness.” 
The stranger calmly spoke. 


The change in its attitude and demeanor were remarkable. 


“Who are you to so brazenly enter my cabin?” An angry captain demanded, as he pushed past 
the others to confront this intruder. The stranger looked up, turning its attention to this new threat. Once 
again, a sense of tension filled the room. An air of hostility tinged the intruder’s voice. 


“T have every right to be here and to demand deference from you, Captain Eimh.” Then she 
threw back her hood and struck a haughty pose. 
“T am Corrina of Glintolmir. You are all my servants. And, as such, you have much to answer 


29 


for. 


“How did you come back to the ship? You claim that Ambassador Corrina procured the ship’s 
only work boat, leaving the rest of you stranded on the pier.” Peter asked. 


“A heavy fog began to roll into the harbor about the time our long boat disappeared. We were 
able to use it to our advantage to ‘acquire’ a replacement. The guards surrounding the ‘new’ launch 
didn’t see our approach, thanks to stealthy friends like Tynam and Mimir. We were able to overpower 
them under the cover of fog and darkness and make our escape. We bought along an additional boat 
filled with all the materials on the captain’s list.”” Colum concluded. 


“Mimir? Wasn’t that the name of a dwarf I met in Bella Sarn near Prince Rhian’s castle?’ 


“Yes, Peter. But that is a story for another time,” Hakom spoke out, as if to move their 
conversation on to other matters. 


“Ships approaching!” Cried the lookout in the crow’s nest. “Three large carracks are running 
through the fogbank!” 


A general alarm was sounded throughout the ship. 


“T am very disappointed in you, Captain Eimh. If you had not been late, perhaps you could 
have prevented the sacking of Miranda Sound. Together we could have routed the pirate fleet. Instead, I 
was captured, and I suffered three weeks of humiliation at the hands of those ruffians. These human 
‘civilizations’ are barely above the level of Scaladee barbarians, and certainly not worth my time and 
trouble. 


“The Queen of the Silver Isles will very angry because of my lateness at coming to her court. 
I assure you that I shall pass the responsibilities for my delay onto your head.” 


“She is surely full of herself, Aldrian. She talks and acts more like a warrior than a diplomat. 
According to her bravado, you would think that she could take on all of those pirates single-handedly, 
and win.” 


“Just listen to how she treats the others, Colum. She is very condescending to Captain Eimh, 
and he is an Avellarian At least she is speaking in Loshdhellion at the moment, and not in some High 
Avellarian dialect. Imagine what her opinion is of humans! It is good that she never was a 
representative to King Harold’s Court,” Aldrian whispered. 


“Or to Prince Rhian’s Council,” Colum quietly agreed. 


“What are the two insignificant humans whispering about in that corner?” She boomed out 
unexpectedly. “They are lucky that I am in such a good mood! Otherwise the five of them and their 
dwarven servant would be cast adrift in the extra ship’s boat by now.” 


Her tirade was interrupted. A loud ringing filled the cabin. Everyone scrambled to the main 
deck to answer the alarm bell. Three large carracks had emerged from the dense fogbank. Two smaller 
ships, similar to the Avellarian caravel, followed in their wake. 


“They have discovered our theft! Those pirates must be very desperate or very determined to 
capture you, My Lady. Normally, they would not brave this dense a fog to risk pursuit, especially not at 
night in this rock-filled harbor.” Then, in Avellarian, Captain Eimh shouted to his crew: 


< Weigh anchor! Raise all sails! Turn to starboard! We will need all the wind we can muster 
to outrun these outlaws! > 


“Of course, Captain, I agree! Fortunately for you and your crew, I am a full-blooded 
Avellarian noble, a true master of wind and water.” Then the Ambassador began to chant in an ancient 
dialect: 


< Come wind and water! Answer my plea! Fill this canvas and send us on our way. O” 
Lauradonna, the Servant of the Most High, hear my prayer. Intercede for us. Raise the winds and bring 
your lowly servants to safe harbor. Confound our enemies. Bring them to the ruin reserved for the 
disobedient, for those who do not serve the Creator’s will. > She finished her plea. Then she softly 
spoke in the captain’s ear and gave him a wink and a crooked smile: 


“After all, I was the one on the pirate ship that interceded for you. Because of my request, the 
wind suddenly changed its direction that afternoon. And the deadly catapult’s bolt hit the treasure ship 
instead of your vessel. If it had not been for my interference, you would be on the bottom of the sea by 


now, a burnt and drown corpse.” 


The winds behind the Snow Swan began to rise. The ship sped forward, driven by the power 
of the growing tempest. The force of the wind was so strong that the water level began to ebb in the 
wake of the swift little caravel. The carrack, some leagues behind the Snow Swan on its portside, began 
to founder on the exposed rocks of the mouth of the bay. The lead carrack turned to starboard, 
attempting to avoid a similar fate. The third carrack, on the starboard side of the Snow Swan and half a 
league behind its leader, wisely began to trim its sails. Its main mast was straining against the power of 
the South wind. 


“We are pulling ahead,” Hakom shouted. “The pirate flotilla is no match against your skill as 
a weather master.” 


“Tt is not my abilities that protect us. Rather, you should all be thankful to the intercession of 
the Guardians and the Power that they serve. It is not over yet. Gaze upon their helms, Adventurer, and 
see our doom,” the Ambassador replied to him. 


Hakom strained his eyes, looking behind him. He thought that he saw a small fire lit on the 
helm of the foundered vessel. He choked back a cry of jubilation when he realized it was no deck fire, 
no accidental conflagration aboard that ship. An arc of fire rose through the misty horizon. It appeared 
to be falling toward the fleeing caravel. 


< Turn to Starboard! > Captain Eimh shouted to the rudder man. 


The missile narrowly missed the vessel. Snow, ice water, and hot cinders sprayed the portside 
deck of the Snow Swan. The small ice floe beside the caravel was instantly destroyed upon impact with 
the catapult bolt. Seawater began to boil around the portside of the Sea Swan. Small pieces of canvas 
began to smoke and burn from the embers and fragments spread by the bolt. 


< Fill the buckets with ice and seawater. Cool down those fires or there won’t be a scrap of 
canvas left. > Turning to her, the captain said: 


“We can’t take much more damage from bolts like that, Lady Corrina.” 


“Then you had best pray that the next two bolts miss,” she replied coldly as she watched the 
twin arcs of fire pierce through the gray-white sky. 


This time, one of the bolts landed directly behind the frail vessel. Two crewmembers lost 
their sea legs and they were flung overboard by the shock wave. Most of the stern above the waterline 
was ablaze. The other catapult shot landed a quarter of a league left of its intended target. A burning 
wall of flame flanked the portside of the Snow Swan. 


“That accursed flame is even devouring ice and snow! Is there no antidote to smother its 
fire?” Colum asked, hoping that Aldrian or Ambassador Corrina might know. 


“None that I have in my store of knowledge,” the sage responded to his query 


“Then your store must carry a very small inventory,” she commented with a sarcastic smile. The 
Ambassador seemed to observe everything with an air of dispassion. The surviving crewmen, in 
contrast to her, were moving in an animated frenzy, rushing to quench fires on the deck and to smother 
the burning remains of the stern with cold, salt water soaked blankets. 


Slowly the last carrack began to gain on the beleaguered Caravel. Twin fires on its forecastle blazed 
like two hungry wolf cubs following their sire to partake of the kill. There would be no escape this 
time. Behind all of the vessels, the tempest continued to grow in strength. Snow, then ice crystals, 
began to fall. Swift winds drove this deadly icy mix across the bay. 


More snow began to accumulate on the weathered mast of the second carrack. A loud crackling 
resounded across its main deck as the weight of the frozen water pulled down the weakened canvas 
sail. In the next few minutes, the damaged mast began to splinter due to the force of the tempest winds 
and the weight from the ice and snow. 


The two caravels that followed the leading carrack were experiencing similar difficulties. Each captain 
had to choose between losing his masts to the power of the wind and the ice, or to lower his sails and 
fall a great distance behind the pursuit. The captain of the second caravel tried a compromising tactic. 
He ordered his sails trimmed and he sent most of his crew topside to clear the mast and rigging of ice 
and snow. The tempest defeated his plan, driving the helpless vessel against the exposed rocks of the 
bay. The captain of the other caravel, upon seeing the fate of his sister ship, decided to lower his sails 
and to creep behind the larger carrack. Poor visibility and the driving ice storm obscured his vision. 
Soon his ship also foundered against the right shore of the bay. 


For the crew of the Snow Swan, the sudden ice storm was a blessing in disguise. The accumulation of 
ice and snow smothered most of the fires on the stern and on the main deck. There was some damage to 
the canvas of the main mast and to the fore sail, but it did not significantly impede their progress. And 
the fury of the winter storm had smothered the consuming power of the fire bolts aboard the enemy 
ships. 


But there was no cause for rejoicing as yet. Though the main fleet had been driven to ruin by the storm, 
one other ship had ridden out its fury. For both caravel and carrack had been on the edge of the mighty 
tempest, and each had only suffered only minimal damage. The great carrack plowed ahead toward its 
prey. The lingering embers of its firepots smoldered like two red eyes intent on delivering the 
deathblow to its adversary. 


“We are doomed!” Peter said solemnly. The Ambassador came up quietly behind him. 


“No, Little One. Have faith.” She spoke gently this time in his native tongue, Kendilean. There was no 
trace of superiority in her tone. She ran her fingers delicately through his hair, then placed her right 
hand on his shoulder. 


“The Guardians and the One we serve will not let you perish now. You have not been brought this far 
for naught.” 


< Captain Eimh! Listen to me! We are now in open water. Have your navigator plot a course through 
the Straits of Destruction. Our destination is still Khelektol. > 


< But Madam, our navigator... > 


< Your navigator is still alive, though a bit weak. > The Lady Islisa had arisen from her sickbed and 
walked before them. 


<I understand your plan, my Lady. Your handmaiden will do as you request. > 


At that moment, a great roar from the South distracted everyone. The entire crew and the 
passengers fell to the deck as a large object sailed above their heads. Finally, it came to rest against the 
fore sail of the Snow Swan. No lives were lost this time. But the fore mast lay in splintered ruins across 
the helm. The remains of canvas sail and rigging floated in the icy waters on the starboard side of the 
ship. 


“Tt appears that the enemy has run out of fire bolts. Now they can only cast normal catapult 
missiles at us.” Aldrian observed as they examined the ruins of the fore mast. 


“Tis a pity that we have nothing to offer them in kind,” Colum remarked. 
“Perhaps we do. Grandfather, do you still have those pouches of the black powder?” 


“I do, my boy. But there remain only a few particles in each bag. There is not even enough to 
cause a minor explosion in their smothering embers.” 


“May I?” Said Mimir as he stepped up to the sage. He took one of the bags and he sniffed at 
it. “Yes, I thought so. ‘Ignitius Magnum’, a highly dangerous, exotic explosive mixture that is used in 
the Western Mountains for the purpose of mining. I know how to mix it. I learned about this rare 
powder from my second cousin, now once removed. He worked in the mines of Suthdor for years. 
Then he mixed the wrong measure of ingredients one day and blew off both his hands. Tragic luck! 


You have the ingredients for mixing it in the ship’s stores.” 
“How do you know about that?” Colum exclaimed. 


“T got lost awhile ago, and I accidentally stumbled across your ship’s stores while looking for 
a spare blanket or two,” The dwarf said with a sheepish grin on his face. 


“What? You were snooping below deck? If the captain finds out that you were going through 
his private stores...” 


“Calm down, Colum. I will personally explain it to him later. Can you mix this powder for 
me now, Mimir?” 


“Yes. It will take a little time, but I believe that I can complete the mixture before they board us.” 


“Please, do it now! The carrack is gaining on us even as we speak.” 


< The race is nearly finished, My Lady. I can see their crew readying the long boat to board us. We 
shall not make it to the Straits of Destruction in time. > 


< Do not despair, Islisa. Keep us on course. The humans are coming now to buy us some time. > 


Aldrian, Tynam, and Mimir approached the stern. Tynam was carrying his bow and a quiver of twenty 
arrows that Captain Eimh had generously lent to him from the ship’s stores. 


“T only had enough time to coat three of the arrows with our special concoction. I hope Mimir’s 
mixture was correctly balanced.” 


“Of course, I mixed and balanced the ingredients correctly. The arrows have not exploded as yet, have 
they?” Mimir responded in mock offense. 


Aldrian handed these special arrows to Tynam, who was eyeing the carrack’s forecastle. 
“Aim for their two firepots, the ones that they used to heat the catapult bolts.” Aldrian directed him. 


“Won’t their embers be too cold to set off the powder now, especially since the ice storm smothered 
most of the flames?” 


“Presumably. But some of their crew is still gathering around the pots for warmth. They are probably 
trying to stoke up the fires again in preparation for another barrage, in the event that we repel their first 
boarding party. The flames will be sufficiently hot especially since I added some crushed Kendilean 
oak leaves to Mimir’s mixture.” 


“You did what? Kendilean leaves always burst into flame once they are finely ground or are heavily 
trod upon!” Tynam exclaimed. 


“T am well aware of that fact. Your arrows are beginning to smoke now even as we speak. “Tis a pity 
we didn’t have enough time to prepare the other arrows from the captain’s store. So take careful aim 
and fire now. And, please shoot the last arrow into their main mast.” 


As Tynam was taking aim, the great carrack was attempting to pull along side the smaller caravel. The 
pirate crew was preparing to throw their grappling hooks onto the portside of the Snow Swan. To 
ensure their success, another boarding party in a launch was approaching on the Caravel’s starboard 
side. 


Tynam hit all of his chosen targets. As usual, nothing happened immediately. One of the mystified 
sailors on the forecastle of the carrack pulled a blackened arrow from underneath a firepot. Then he 
flung the smoking bolt onto the main deck as he waved his burnt right hand in the air and he cursed at 
his own stupidity. 


Grappling hooks tore into the hull of the caravel. Boarders began to climb up the starboard side. Those 
on the portside poised themselves to jump across the gap between the larger vessels. The outnumbered 
crew of the Snow Swan prepared to fight to the death. 


Three explosions rocked the carrack at once. The main mast, though damaged, did not break or splinter. 
Major cracks did appear along its wood grain. Its canvas sail was aflame. Streams of fire raced up 
toward the rigging and the crow’s nest. The forecastle was awash in flames. Burning planks and other 
fiery debris were scattered across the upper half of the main deck. The last explosion, caused by the 
discarded arrow, had created a large hole in the center of the deck. The damage must have extended 
down into the carrack’s hull, for icy water began to rush into the lower deck. 


Neither boarding party was prepared for these explosions. Some on the portside were literally thrown 
onto the swords of their enemy. Others were pitched back into the hole on the main deck, or they 
plunged overboard into the narrow gap between the vessels. The icy waters soon claimed their lives. 
Those who were climbing up the starboard side of the caravel suffered a similar fate. A few were able 
to cling to the hull, precariously holding on for dear life. The Snow Swan was equally rocked by the 
shock waves from the three explosions. Mooring lines and grappling hooks were ripped from the hull. 
As a result, the launch beside the caravel was capsized and most of those still aboard drown in the 
freezing waters. A few were able to hold on the boat for scant minutes before succumbing to the cold 
and the undercurrents of the bay. 


The battle on the main deck of the Caravel was fierce and decisive. Most of the boarders were 
momentarily stunned or disorientated by the explosions behind them. Some had thought that another 
ship had joined the fray, perhaps an ally of the caravel that had laid in wait for them, hiding in the 
obscuring night mist. There was a general confusion among the crew aboard the carrack amid the noise, 
wreckage, and fiery death strewn across its deck, such that the boarders could expect no help from that 
quarter. Not that they should have need of any re-enforcement. For the pirates on the caravel’s deck 
outnumbered the defenders three to one. 


But the invaders had not counted on the courage and tenacity of the Avellarian crew, who considered 
themselves better fighters and better men than any rag tail gang of cutthroats. The crew was also 
inspired by the leadership of the able Captain Eimh, a seasoned veteran of many naval skirmishes, and 
the defiance and cold iron will of Ambassador Corrina, who could wield a sword like any soldier, or 
direct an attack as well as any general. The pirates soon found this was to be no easy victory over a 
dispirited crew. Within minutes they were locked in a fierce and uncertain battle with a smaller, better 
trained fighting force that gave no quarter. The invaders took the brunt of the blood letting and the 


heaviest number of casualties. Finally, with three fourths of their party dead or seriously wounded, the 
pirates were forced to surrender. The ten surviving boarders were taken prisoner. 


The crew of the Snow Swan suffered the least loss of life. Three men were killed in the skirmish with 
the boarding party on the portside. Two more were thrown overboard off the starboard side by the 
explosions and presumably they were drown. Captain Eimh was loath to keep any prisoners aboard his 
ship, but he had no choice. Ambassador Corrina wished to bring them to trial for their crimes against 
her and the devastated port of Miranda Sound. She made this clear to everyone in no uncertain terms. 
And no one desired to challenge the will of this determined Avellarian Lady. Besides, the Carrock was 
no longer seaworthy. In less than a day, it would sink. And even if it could be taken as a prize, Captain 
Eimh did not have the extra men available to crew it. 


And so, a cramped and overcrowded Sea Swan resumed its course for Khelektol and the 
Islands of the North. 


“Why was there such a great explosion from each of the arrows, Grandfather?” 


“T don’t know, Peter. I only tripled the amount of the black powder that I usually put in a 
small explosive.” 


“Tripled?” The dwarf exclaimed. “I doubled the formula and the amount of the ingredients!” 


“Are you both crazy?” Tynam proclaimed. “No wonder those arrows began to smoke and 
burn my hands! That mixture and those crushed fire leaves could have blown up all of us.” 


“Fire leaves, did you say?” a voice in the shadows of the far corner asked. “As in the famous 
fire leaves of Kendil Forest? Only a fool would blend the rare black powder with Kendilean leaf. Few 
have tried such a reckless stunt and lived to brag of it!”” Having made that audacious comment, the 
Lady Corrina smugly passed by their company. 


“Tt really scares me when she does that,” Tynam said when she was safely out of earshot. 
“Does what?” Peter asked. 


“When she enters a room, and no one knows she is there. She moves in shadow so quietly 
that it seems as if she becomes a part of it. The shadow and its surroundings have become an extension 
of her being. She is the master of her environment.” 


“That is a strange thing for you to say, and for you to fear. After all, you have had some 
experience with mastering shadows yourself,” Aldrian commented with a judgmental tone in his voice. 
“Still, you do have a point. You must remember, Tynam, that the High Avellarai consider themselves 
the masters of their environment. They seem to have a power over nature itself, influencing and 
shaping it according to their needs. Or so they would have you believe. And they view themselves as 
superior to the race of man. For they see themselves as ‘The Unfallen’, the ones that are obedient to the 
Guardians and the will of their Creator, unlike we poor mortal folk.” 


“But they are mortal, just as we are. They can die, they can fail and be at fault like anyone 
else,” Peter argued. 


“Try telling them that. Even the lowliest of that race sees himself above a mortal, be it 
human, dwarf, or troll.” Tynam concluded with a smirk. 


“Where did the Avellarai come from? Are they any relation to the Fey?” Peter asked. 


“You are very inquisitive today, my boy. No one knows the origin of the Avellarai race or the 
location of their homeland. They appeared one day in the South Seas, traveling up the coasts of Eastern 
Aris and Weyst Falia in their golden ships to trade their wares. Eventually they settled on the two 
largest of the islands in the South Seas, Glintolmir and Celehtol, taking those lands as their own You 
are well acquainted with the history of those kingdoms, if you have paid attention to your teachers at 
Castle Kendil. As for the Fairy Folk, no. There is no relation between those two races, although both 
seem to have an influence on the nature surrounding them. The Fey has a mastery over wood, plant and 
earth, and the Avellarai over wind, ice, and wave. And both think that they are superior to the other 
races, especially man.” 


“Well, Lord Aldrian, I don’t see any difference between the two.” Tynam scoffed. 


“Perhaps you should spend more time with one of them, Archer. Then you would realize how 
different we are.” A voice chimed in. It had a soft, melodic tone, both beautiful and sad in texture. The 
Lady Islisa stood but a few feet from Tynam. She was gazing directly into his eyes, ignoring the 
presence of the others. 


For the first time, the young soldier noticed how lovely she was. He looked deeply into her 
green eyes and felt the power of the sea, the majesty and the loneliness of her wandering people. 
Tynam felt the fear and the darkness that gripped his heart begin to melt away. And for the first time in 
a long while, he started to care about someone other than himself and his troubles. He desired to 
understand her better as he slowly drank in her form. They began to communicate on another level, 
though neither of them spoke aloud. They stood there for a brief time in silence and in peaceful 
contentment. When they came to their senses, they realized that the others had quietly departed some 
time ago. 


On the morning of the second day, the Snow Swan approached the Straits of Destruction. A 
cry rang out from the crow’s nest. Colum, who was on watch, looked to the stern. Another ship 
followed the damaged caravel. It was approximately two leagues away. The type of ship could not be 
discerned from that distance, but it appeared to have black and red sails, the distinctive colors of a 
Peiran Raider. 


“Tt might be one of the other carracks that we saw in the Bay of the Tempest,” Ambassador 
Corrina guessed. 


Or it might be one of those privateer ships, similar to our caravel,” Colum suggested. 


< If we engage in one more battle, I may have no ship yet to escort you back to Glintolmir, 
Ambassador > Captain Eimh complained. < You may have to swim back, clinging onto the driftwood 
that was the Snow Swan. > 


“Well, I, for one, am tired of running, of playing these cat and mouse games. With your 
permission, My Lady!” 

“Proceed as you think best, My Navigator,” Ambassador Corrina replied back in 
Loshdhellion. 


< O’ You Winds of the North, hear my plea! Bring forth the mist and the fog that guard our 
passage. Earth and Water, heed the call of those who serve your master. Bring forth the Rock and lower 
the Wave. Seal our passage from those who desecrate the elements, who foul wind and water, earth and 
air. Lauradonna, Highest of the Servants and Preserver of this sphere, protect thy children, now! > 


“Did I understand her correctly, Grandfather? Did she say ‘children’?” Peter whispered to 


Aldrian. 


“Yes, Lad. I believe she did. For the Avellarian nobility often refer to themselves as ‘Children 
of the Guardians’. They seem to give it both literal and symbolic meanings. I don’t understand the 
relationship myself.” 


Mist and fog began to gather around the small ship, masking its presence from all observers. 
A great roaring came from the depths of the sea. Water and wave parted. A very small strait appeared 
before the small vessel. Islisa would have to pilot the caravel directly through the gap between the 
gleaming, finely sharpened rocks. It was like pushing a thread through the eye of a very small needle. 
She would not get a second try. As the vessel passed safely through the narrow straits, everyone 
breathed a sigh of relief. Behind the ship, the water level continued to fall, and the teeth appeared to be 
sharper, taller and more threatening. 


The mist and fog increased considerably at the entrance to the straits as the sleek caravel 
passed into the deeper waters ahead. 


Chapter Fourteen: The Mirror of Perfection 


On the morning of the fifth day, as the sun rose over the white horizon, the Snow Swan 
limped into port. A sparkling white harbor town dazzled their weary eyes. Above the town, on a high 
alabaster cliff, an immense castle glittered in splendor. The castle appeared to be carved from the 
glacier ice towering above it. It blended perfectly into the Arctic environment. 


Peter could not believe his eyes. He had never seen such a vast amount of ice and snow. This 
gleaming field of beauty and perfection was beyond his wildest dreams. Unspoiled by man or beast and 
shaped to reflect the pure glory of winter, it was more like an ideal fantasy, impossible to imagine, let 
alone touch. 


“Beautiful, is it not, Peter?” 


“Beyond my words to describe. Wonderous is a poor adjective to attempt to encompass its 
stateliness and its intrinsic nature. I am not a bard, or minstrel. Singing its praises far exceeds my poor 
gifts of expression.” He paused a moment, then he continued. 


“Grandfather, are the buildings really carved from white stone, or are they shaped from the 
ice itself?” 


“T do not know for certain. The Avellarai of the North are gifted shapers and craftsmen. And 
it is said that their nobility have true powers over the natural elements, especially ice and snow. 
Supposedly, the craftsmen can freeze a sculpture in time and space for a long duration. Such an object 
is immune to the ravages of heat and cold, to the passage of time and to natural decay. Natural law is 
suspended for a time, and the object does not age or pass away until the shaper wills it so. An ice block 
would not melt naturally nor would it give off any cold if you touched it. It would be bent to its 
creator’s will,” the sage concluded. 


“What is the name of this port, Grandfather?” 


“Tt is called ‘the mirror of the lake’ or ‘Speculum Aelin’, which means ‘glassy water’ in 
Avellarian. In Loshdhellion, it is “the path to perfection’ or “Tier Verus’. Freely translated, it can also 
mean ‘the road to glory’ or ‘Tier Alkar’.” 


“‘ ‘Why? Les 


“You shall see why yourself, little Prince,” a solemn voice said softly behind him. They both 
turned to see that Ambassador Corrina had joined them on deck. 


“We will be disembarking soon. You should feel honored noble gentlemen. You are the first 
men outside of the Loshdhel to set foot in our court in recent years. Indeed, perhaps in a thousand years 
or so. Most people, even explorers and travelers, have never ventured this far. And with good reason. 
Khelektol and the Silver Isles are forbidden to all but the Avellarai and the inhabitants of Loshdhel. 
Your dwarf companion will remain aboard this ship for the duration of your stay. He will never set foot 
on land again until he reaches Miranda Sound. I am sure that he can find suitable work there in fishing 
or in cookery.” 


“Wait a moment, Your Ladyship! Mimir is pledged to me. I should be the one who decides 
his fate, not you. After all, don’t you owe him a debt of honor as well? He helped to save your life.” 


“You impudent little Scum! You presume too much. Mimir was merely ‘convenient’ for my 
purposes. I escaped by my own wiles. He happened to serve as a useful distraction to the achievement 
of my ends. I ‘owe’ him and you nothing.” 


“Excuse me, Your Ladyship, but we did rescue your navigator and handmaiden, Islisa. If not 
for her, we might have all perished.” 


“T do not excuse you, old Sage. My power and my skills were sufficient to accomplish our 
rescue if the need had arisen. But... am grateful that you restored her to me. I know that Queen 
Ascelyn will also show her gratitude to all of you. 


“ Therefore, I shall not immediately order the execution of the dwarf because of your show of 
impudence. If you want to take him back to your backward country of Kendil Deep, you may. I release 
him into your care as regards his final destination.” 


“And the men from Peiran? What of their fate?” The old man inquired. 


“They will also stay aboard this ship. No evil is allowed to trespass upon the purity of our 
lands. They will be taken to a city along the Western Coast, preferably in Weyst Falia, given a fair trial 
for their acts of piracy, and then be summarily executed. All according to traditional Avellarian law. 


“Your friend, Tynam, will not be allowed to come ashore, either. There is something wrong 
about him. A shadow from the past lies upon his heart. It crosses his path, and influences every decision 
that he makes during his waking hours. His troubled soul also screams out to me for help. Your friend 
may stay aboard this ship. Perhaps he can help Captain Eimh with the task of refitting the caravel.” 
Having spoken her mind, she turned to leave. 


“You had better pack up your meager belongings, Lad. We shall soon be on our way,” Aldrian 
said in a matter-of-fact voice. 


A special escort awaited Peter, Colum, and Hakom, as they stepped off the gangplank onto 
the pier. Three Avellarian guards stood by a horse drawn cart. Seated in the wagon was an Avellarian 
lady, dressed in a sparkling yellow gown. She wore a blue silver circlet above her brow. As they 
approached the escort, one of the three guards stepped forward and announced: 


“This is the Lady Charis, who will serve as your guide to the royal palace.” The Lady said 
nothing at first. She merely extended her hand to each of the companions, so that, in turn, each could 
kiss it. Then she greeted each of them by name as they kissed that snow-white hand. Her demeanor 
seemed warm and genuinely friendly. She showed no sign of coldness or dispassion like the Lady 
Corrina. She treated each of them as an equal, even the lowly Hakom, and she asked each in turn of the 
nature of his business in Khelektol. She seemed most interested in each of their individual trials and 
tribulations on their shared adventure to this land. She seemed to be most distraught upon learning that 
Tynam had been left behind on the Snow Swan. She immediately sent one of the guards back to fetch 
him from the ship. 


“But what of the Ambassador Corrina’s orders that he should stay aboard the caravel?” The 
young Prince exclaimed. 


“Don’t fret about that, young Peter. My authority has precedence over hers. She is a mere 
diplomat. She cannot question my decisions, let alone over-rule them.” 


Upon hearing this statement, everyone grew silent. No one knew what to reply or how to 
refute her claim. Her confidence had decided the matter. The wagon stopped. It waited in place until 
Tynam was brought to join their company. Then it proceeded through the town square up to the white 
road that led to the crystal castle. 


Tynam’s impression of her was surprising. He felt relaxed and at ease in her company. She 
seemed open and warm to him, as if he had known her for years. So, it was disappointing for him and 
the rest when they finally reached the castle gates. No one wished to leave her presence. 


“Do not worry. I shall not be far from any of you at any time during your stay at our fine 
residence. But come now. There is one ritual that you must fulfill before I can bring you before the 
queen.” 


So saying, she brought them through the gates into the entrance of the great palace. Straight 
ahead, behind those iron gates, a long passage, resembling an ice cavern, led into the palace itself. She 
directed her guests, instead, to the small door of an anti-chamber on the left of that glittering 
passageway. 


The anti-chamber was locked. She pulled out from her pouch three keys, each of a different 
color, which she called her ‘virtues’. She unlocked the door, which resounded with a loud, iron ‘clang’ 
throughout the giant corridor as it swung open. A white marble staircase, wide and beckoning lay in 
front of the weary travelers. It unwound for uncounted feet into a dark cavern. The Lady Charis walked 
before them holding high a torch that barely illuminated their descent for more than a few feet at any 
one time. 


To stop now would be fatal! Peter thought, as he looked down at the open stairs, unbounded 
by walls on either side. The only thing that seemed to border the way down was the empty (?) darkness 
below. 


After about twenty minutes, the stairs ended. Before the guests was a long, deep pool, which 
seemed to fill the floor of this vast cavern. There was no visible way around the watery obstacle. 


“Behold the Mirror of Truth. It is often called the Mirror of Perfection or the reflection of the 
conscience as well. It will not show you a possible future nor will it show you your heart’s desire or try 
to tempt you with corruption or illusions. All it does is strip away your illusions, your rationalizations 
and your pride. It will reveal to you the past as it really was and the road that you have taken with your 
life.” 


“You mean it really is the window into your soul?” Colum asked, amazed by the power of 


this pool. 


“Yes. It is a form of true judgement without remorse or self-pity. It is justice without mercy. 
To endure the test, you must swim across these waters. You will pass through your life as you proceed 
forward in truth and understanding. I should warn you before you attempt the crossing that not 
everyone survives this test. Some deny the truth about their past and they drown in a sea of denials. 
Others become remorseful and withdrawn for the rest of their lives. And some face their failings and 
mistakes and they mend their ways. These move forward and live better lives for the remainder of their 
years. Now, who will go first?” she asked. 


“T will,” said Peter. “I have had the shortest life and, therefore, I have the best chance for 
survival.” 


“Not necessarily. A short life is not a sure indication of a good life by any measure of 
judgement,” their guide stated. 


Aldrian entered the waters after Peter. Then Colum reluctantly stepped behind him. Hakom 
began to follow the others but Charis held him back. 


“You have a different path to follow than the others. It is not time for the truth to be revealed 
about your past life.” Undaunted by this statement, he sidestepped her and he dove into the pool. 


“As you wish. There is no greater gift than free will, Hakom. I hope that you can live with the 
truth.” 


Tynam, on the other hand, refused to enter the pool. He acted as if he was afraid. 


“Come, my friend. There is nothing to fear. Your particular trial is one of purification of your 
soul. I will come with you and hold your hand if that gives you the courage.” 


“T am a soldier, not a puppet. I don’t need your help!” He said as he angrily plunged into the 
nearest edge of the pool. Thus, she shamed him into facing one of his greatest fears: to know himself. 


Peter and his retinue waded to the opposite side of the cavern. Once on dry ground they 
spotted a shorter, wide staircase, which led up through the dimly lit cavern. The Lady Charis waited for 
them at the bottom of these stairs. 


Everyone who had immersed himself in that pool behaved differently now. Peter felt 
remorseful for his past actions. Most of his mistakes and transgressions had occurred in Caran Sarn, the 
royal castle of Kendil. Until this moment he had not realized how often he had insulted and those 
around him. His taunts and his short-tempered abuse of their companionship had grievously wounded 
many of his childhood friends. He finally saw how deeply he had hurt each of them. Some could not 
bring themselves to forgive his selfishness and his stupidity. At last, Peter began to value their loyalty 
and their long-suffering patience. 


And then, he had to consider his parents. He had taken his father for granted until he disappeared. He 
had refused to listen to the things his father had laboriously tried to teach him to prepare the prince for 
rulership. Now it was too late to correct these mistakes. And he had been so inconsiderate of his 
mother’s feelings during the past year. He had been so oblivious to her pain, and so neglectful of his 
duties towards her. She alone had to bear the responsibilities of governing in her husband’s absence. 
The High Council and Aldrian had been supportive of her, but they were no substitute for the missing 
king. There was no one around now to protect her from the subtle manipulations of Lord Cian, the 
power hungry steward and his retinue, and no one to ward off the constant annoyance she suffered from 
greedy suitors and ambitious nobles who tried to woo the distraught queen for her wealth and power. 


Soon he would have to take matters into his own hands if his father could not be found. Very soon, 
indeed. 


Aldrian was also remorseful, but he was more withdrawn than usual. He had never realized 
before the enormity of his mistakes or the full consequences of his most venial acts. In the past he was, 
to some extent, knowledgeable of the transgressions and offenses that he had committed against his 
deity and his fellow man. But, until now, he was not aware of the full extent of his sins and the far- 
reaching effects of his selfish choices. And he had devoted much of his life to studying the secrets of 
nature and the mystery of creation, and too little of his existence to learning and analyzing the political 
spheres that revolved his noble family. That could be considered his major flaw. He studied what he 
liked and not that for which he was responsible. Aldrian had lived a long life and he had made as many 
bad as good decisions that affected the lives of many outside his intimate royal family. 


For in his blood also flowed the lineage of the House of Serie (if only distantly), the Avellarian kings 
who had held great influence over most of the kingdoms of the Middle Realm as well as rulership in 
the North (the Silver Islands) and in the West (the remains of the kingdoms of Glintolmir and Celehtol). 
Yet, he had disregarded most of these duties to follow his own path to knowledge and enlightenment. 
Aldrian had withdrawn into himself. He had much to think about. 


Compared to the rest, Colum was very calm. He had looked inside himself to grasp all of his 
feelings, to understand all of his past mistakes due to unfairly passing judgement on others and jumping 
to unreasonable conclusions. He realized his failures and the reasons why. He examined all of his past 
triumphs and he separated his prideful victories from his true accomplishments. He grasped one vital 
point most others seemed to miss. When one served others, his pride was stripped away and 
vainglorious achievements became meaningless. Fulfillment comes from inner peace, and contentment 
is achieved when helping other build a better life or complete a simple goal or quest. He was fully 
aware of his past sins. He accepted his failings and took responsibility for them. He asked for 
forgiveness and then moved on. He was at peace. 


Tynam was also quiet. He had seen the beginning of his misery when he was first asked to 
kill for king and country. On the day that he committed his first act of violence, a shadow crossed his 
heart and entered into the dark recesses of his soul, hiding in the darkness. It dwelt in residence there, 
biding its time and waiting for its master to summon it forth. That opportunity came the day that Lord 
Cian ordered the death of the sage’s company on the distant hilltop overlooking the Evergreen Vale. 


He hated violence, yet he served his liege best as a hunter and a slayer of game and men. He 
felt torn between the killing instinct trained into him by his countrymen, and his own desire for peace 
and an escape from bloodshed. Thus, he suffered from a dual nature, divided evenly between duty and 
pacifism. He tried to separate his two lives, his two opposite personalities though they shared a single 
body. So, he became of a divided mind. The shadow inside of him watched and eagerly prompted this 
internal struggle, biding its time as it silently laughed at the folly of this being. 


Hakom was silent as well. He had seen the truth. His past was no longer hidden from him. 
But his heart harbored a terrible secret. Once it was revealed, it would upset the course of many lives 
and bring Peter’s quest to a swift and possibly horrible end. Should he keep silent now and preserve his 
new friends while they traveled into certain death and a precarious destiny, or should he destroy their 
hopes and dreams with the truth? He had much to think about, and his heart was heavy with indecision. 


The Lady Charis led them up the stairway. At the top of the stairs was another door, cold and 
metallic. 


“Through this door is a small anti-chamber. Please seat yourselves inside. You will be 
summoned at Her Majesty’s convenience.” 


The anti-chamber was small indeed. Upon entering, the companions found white towels to 
dry themselves off and a change of clothing suitable to each one’s size on two long, white marble 
benches. The clothes consisted of long white robes, tied with a thin red cord. Each cord had five knots 
on one end. The significance of these knots was not explained to them. A pair of sandals was also 
provided to replace their travel worn boots. Everyone finished dressing and sat there quietly waiting. 
An awkward silence filled the room. Finally, Hakom cleared his throat and stepped forward. 


“T feel that we need to discuss some matters before we attend that audience with the queen. I 
think that we should ask for passage back to Kendil as quickly as possible.” 


“What?” 
“You can’t be serious!” 
“We must finish this quest! The king is still missing!” 


“He will be found. Or, he will step forward and reveal himself at the proper moment. After 
all, we know from the glow of his ring that he is still alive.” Hakom argued. 


“No. We must see this quest through to the end. Only then can we return to Kendil and put 
our affairs in order,” Aldrian stated. 


“What more do we need to know? What more can we do? The king is nowhere to be found, 
and the state of the kingdom becomes worse each day that we delay our return. Soon, there may be no 
Kendil to come back to.” 


“We have not come this far to give up everything,” the sage retorted. ““We need the queen’s 
counsel and that of the Guardians before we return. We have witnessed too much unrest and confusion 
in the Northern Kingdoms. We need to ask her advice before we set policies in our land again.” 


“Very well, then. You do that. Seek her advice as you wander through the Northern Wastes. 
But do not drag the prince into those treacherous ice fields and freezing terrain. He will probably perish 
in that frozen wastelands before you reach her palace. For the safety of the kingdom, send him back 
with me to Castle Kendil.” 


“Ah,” Tynam said in his usual, sarcastic tone. “Is the big man too afraid to cross the ice fields 
by himself? Does he need the little prince’s hand to guide him...” 


Hakom cut short the rest of Tynam’s response with his closed fist. The soldier’s face met the 
full fury of his right hand. Then it kissed the floor. Hakom stood over the body of Tynam. Aldrian and 
Colum tried in vain to push him aside. 


“Then, it is settled,” Hakom concluded with a cocky tone in his voice. “Peter will return to 
Kendil under my protection. I have grown quite fond of the boy, and I will allow nothing to harm him.” 


We shall see about that! A little voice proclaimed in the back of Tynam’s head. 


Soon the five were brought into a large chamber. It was richly decorated with ornate statues 
and windows of colored glass. Peter was reminded of the cathedral in Alavier, chief city of Kendil, with 
its own resplendent life size figures of holy men and kings past, carved from silver and gold, and 
inlayed with many precious gemstones. Here too, there were pillars of marble and granite, covered with 
strips of silver and gold inlay. Some of the pillars were translucent, as if they were carved from ice 
itself, but somehow strengthened to absorb the weight of the huge twenty-foot ceiling. The floor that 
they walked upon also seemed to be translucent. Each tile was a perfect four-foot by four-foot square, 
polished to a mirror like sheen. The titles were arranged in alternating patterns of emerald green and 


ruby red hues. As he walked, Peter could see their reflections moving across the throne room floor. As 
usual, Tynam’s shadow was the largest and the longest. 


An older lady, dressed in a white shimmering gown, sat on a throne in the center of the room. 
The throne appeared to be a light wooden chair, made of some translucent material such as glass or ice. 
However, she seemed to take no discomfort from its form. The chair seemed to have a finely polished 
surface like that of a mirror, for images moved or danced across its exterior when someone approached 
it. 


Beside the throne was a smaller dais on the right. A young lady, dressed in a blue and white 
gown that glimmered in the dancing sunlight, was seated upon it. She wore a small silver circlet upon 
her brow. She smiled at Peter and Tynam when they approached. Both of them recognized her 
immediately. 


“T bid thee welcome, gentle sirs and retainers of Kendil, in the name of the Court of 
Khelektol and its Queen, Ascelyn of the Silver Isles. I am Princess Aubrey, her daughter. But of course, 
you also know me as the Lady Charis. 


“Forgive me if you think that I deceived you when we first met. I have found it easier to 
become acquainted with others by first meeting and mixing with them on their own level. That way I 
can know with certainty if a person is trustworthy or not. By lowering his guard, I can also learn about 
his true desires and his ulterior goals. Then I know if he is dangerous or not. My mother disagrees with 
my policies and she says that I take too many risks for the safety of our kingdom.” 


The Queen, Ascelyn, slowly rose from the frail looking chair. Then she spoke: 


“You are the first humans to request an audience with the Guardians themselves. You are all 
exceptionally brave, but I fear you do not know of what you ask. As your servant, Hakom, has pointed 
out, you need go no farther to seek answers. You have already learned more than you need to know. 
However, if you are truly seeking guidance and advise from those on high, that is a different matter 
entirely. 


“You face three tests if you continue on this quest. We can outfit each of you and train you to 
survive in the snowlands (Losedor), but we cannot choose the path for you, or help you overcome the 
individual trials set before you. If you complete the three trials, you may be allowed an audience with 
the Guardians. 


“Know you this, Hakom of Dank Heart Hollow. Prince Peter must be a part of the final quest 
for its completion. And your destiny is closely tied to his. You may not return to the Middle Kingdoms 
while he seeks for the Tree of Knowledge in Issenlonde. 


“Peter, Prince of Kendil, know you this. A great trial awaits you. Within the passage of a year, 
you will be dead or you will be the lawful regent of a great kingdom. But, to teach you humility, know 
that you are only a herald for the true king who will be restored to his throne after your time. 


“Colum of the Order of the Sun, if you wish to fulfill your destiny, you must learn to listen 
first to your heart. If you wish to find contentment, reject all yearnings for power, glory, and physical 
pleasures. You are a healer, not a sage or a mighty warrior. Remember that.” 


“What about me?” Tynam asked plaintively 


“Tt should be enough that I let you live, you shadow twisted soldier. Peer into your own heart. You 
possess enough strength to conquer your own evil desires, if only you will it so. Now, begone from my 
sight, Tynam. Return to the Snow Swan for the nonce. 


“Aldrian, Sage and former High Councilor to the King. Know that your days grow short as this season 


passes. You will not see another. Therefore, you should make use of every hour, from sunrise to sunset. 
Remember your original purpose, your destiny. Do not fritter away your time with useless experiments 
and philosophical meanderings.” 


After the five had left the chambers, Queen Ascelyn whispered to her young daughter: 


“T did not tell them all of what I foresaw. The Guardians forbid me to reveal the full prophecy to them. 
Death is marked for two of them. Only two of the others might journey back to the royal castle after all. 
And one of those two may return only after an interval of many years if he disregards the warnings of 
the Lady Lauradonna. The last one may yet be trapped between life and death if he allows his heart’s 
desire to over-rule his common sense.” 


“Difficult then are the choices that lay ahead of them. But it will be even harder for me to keep my 
silence, after hearing your words!” 


“You have no choice, Aubrey. If you cherish these creatures so much, you will say nothing. For your 
very words may affect their decisions and abrogate their free will. And you once told me that nothing is 
more important to you than allowing others the full use of free will, than letting them choose their own 
destinies. Otherwise, such creatures as these become merely our puppets, little more than extensions of 
us. Am I right, My dear?” 


“Yes, I guess you are.” She agreed disheartedly. “I shall say nothing more to them.” But, that does not 
mean that I won’t help them if I can, Aubrey thought to herself. 


Hakom and the prince were exercising in the courtyard. Both wielded small wooden swords and 
buckler shields. Hakom was attempting to teach Peter the basics of swordsmanship. 


“Why do I need to learn any of this? I will be a king someday, and my army will fight for me.” 


“Are you so certain of that, my Prince? A leader must know how to lead men. He must have a basic 
concept of strategy and tactics. If you do not know how to fight, then how can you lead others. How 
can you understand what your men face in single combat if you cannot even wield a sword or an axe? 
Besides, you cannot always count on others to protect you. Suppose your guards are outflanked, or 
worse, slain, and you need to defend yourself. Your position as a noble invites others to attack and 
capture you for a handsome ransom. Your rivals for the throne will benefit most if you are killed rather 
than held for ransom. Think of all the times in the last few weeks that you had to flee from dangerous 
creatures or men because you could not defend yourself! You always had to rely on our quick wits and 
strong arms. But we will not always be here to guide and protect you. You must learn to depend on 
yourself. Aha!” Hakom knocked the heavy sword from Peter’s hand. 


“Ouch!” Peter exclaimed, rubbing his right hand. “You sound like my father!” 
“For now, I will be your father. Someone must look after you while we are in these Northern Wastes. 
“But, I already have a grandfather to protect me, and Colum as well.” 


“Aldrian is a good man, but he is old and too easily distracted. Colum is well intentioned but very 
naive. He is certainly not a fighter or a guardian. I never should have left...! Well, never you mind.” 


“Left? Left from where? You are not a soldier by trade like Tynam. How did you learn to fight with a 
sword and shield?” The boy asked. 


“Tt’s a long story. I can only tell you that I served in your father’s army some time ago.” 


“Were you there at the Battle of Anvil Pass?” The prince inquired. 


“Yes, I believe so. I vaguely remember parts of the battle. Even that time in the pool did not restore my 
memory fully. I know that the enemy overwhelmed us after their archers destroyed our knights and our 
calvary. King Harold was pulled off his horse and overpowered by the weight of his foes. He was 
captured and then taken away by that creature you called a ‘deceiver’. I passed out in the heat of the 
battle that day. I don’t know anything more about the battle or the fate of my comrades in arms. I 
awoke in that dark village, on an evil street near the slave market. I wandered the streets for awhile 
before I fell into the company of two wicked scoundrels. I was under the influence of their dark bidding 
until I heard of your plight in the drinking hall. I couldn’t take that kind of life any longer. I finally 
rebelled against their evil. Your peril snapped me out of my depression and my despair. The desperation 
of your situation gave me a reason to live again. In a way, you might say that you saved me too, Peter.” 
He threw down the sword and he embraced the boy in a bear hug. They forgot about the practice 
session that afternoon. Instead, they sat and talked well into the night and became closer friends 
because of this conversation. 


“Khelektol is the southernmost of the Silver Islands that comprise the Encircling Lands. These isles 
serve as a buffer zone between Issenlonde and all of the mortal realms. No humans are allowed to dwell 
on the Encircling Islands. These lands are mostly inhabited by the Adan Los, the Avellarai of the North, 
and by the other servants of the Guardian, Lauradonna. Besides Khelektol, the Silver Islands include 
the lands of Nimir, ‘the white jewel’; Losendor, ‘the snow land’; and Istol, ‘the ice land’. Many kinds 
of animals also live on these islands and most of them are intelligent and in the service of the High 
Guardian. Do not provoke any of them without just cause, and do not attempt to wound or slay any of 
the creatures of the North. It will be considered a most grievous insult to the High King of the Celestial 
Sphere if you cause either injury or insult to any of his subjects.” 


“So you folks don’t hunt deer or rabbit, wolf or bear in these lands? How do you survive?” Tynam 
questioned his instructor. 


“We have our gardens and our fruit trees, that are protected from the ravaging storms of the cruel 
North. If we need meat or any other food, we can import it from our friends in Loshdhel. Indeed, many 
of the Avellarai still dwell in the remnants of that older kingdom. There was more traffic between our 
lands and Loshdhel before the War of Darkness and the rebellion of the troll lands, and the awakening 
of the Scaladee. Since then, it has been a constant struggle to maintain a balance of power in the 
kingdoms of the North. The Loshdhel always dream of re-establishing their holdings along the 
Northern Coast. The Scaladee just wish to farm their lands and be left alone. But the Duende tribes 
always strive to stir up trouble between the Scaladee and the Loshdhel, perhaps to weaken both enough 
to finally conquer one or more of their enemies. And the mischievous, deep thinking trolls are 
constantly fomenting new trouble for the Scaladee or the Loshdhel. Often the trolls will ambush any 
humans foolish enough to cross into their territory. They seize any machinery or weapons that the 
unlucky humans carried and then they use it against their opponents. I have heard that the trolls 
recently captured a fire catapult from a group of lost, shipwrecked pirates. They tried out this device on 
any ships unfortunate enough to pass by Eagle Point. 


“ But I digress. We need to train all of you in the use of climbing gear and in mountain survival in the 
brutal climate of the North. We will give each of you heavy, fur lined clothing and thick, high water 
proof boots for your trek across the freezing terrain. Follow your teacher’s instructions to the letter. 
Even during practice sessions for your assault on the terrain, there can be no errors in judgement. The 
smallest mistake can be fatal. This is no game. In most cases, there is no second chance.” 


The Lady Charis then led them to another room, where each was outfitted with clothing and gear suited 
for this harsh environment. Next they were taken to the outer courtyard and were accompanied by an 


Avellarian guide into the icy wilderness. The party spent the following several days learning: how to 
climb up small hills and icy cliffs during the most inclement weather; how to stay together during 
periods of low visibility; how to safely walk across thin, ice covered bodies of water; how to recognize 
treacherous terrain whenever possible; and how to travel in a straight line, using the position of the sun 
to navigate their course during the day and the position of the stars (when visible) to travel at night. 
Most importantly, he taught them how to properly break out their gear, set up a tent and start a fire even 
in the worst possible conditions. When he felt that he could teach them no more, he brought them back 
to the palace. 


“How did they fare in the winter climate, Sir Gervais?” The Lady Charis eagerly inquired. 


“They did badly in general, My Lady. I would not give them more than a week at best in the northern 
climate. The boy is probably the worst of the lot of them. He is clumsy and unobservant. He reacts too 
slowly to real danger. His manservant, Hakom, had to save him twice from falling into snowdrifts and 
through thin ice into a watery doom. Hakom is overly protective of the boy and heedless to his own 
safety. He will sacrifice his own life for that of the boy’s in any event. His grandfather, Aldrian, is too 
cautious and he moves too slowly. He lives in a dream like trance, always preoccupied with some small 
matter on his mind. The cleric, Colum, is very optimistic and heedful of danger, but always needful to 
push on. I fear that he does not have the stamina to match his drive and his conviction. He will wear 
himself out in his enthusiasm. And then there is Tynam. He is the smart, cautious one who always 
observes what transpires. He is a very fast learner for a mere soldier with very little education. He is 
perhaps too ambitious for his own good. I also fear that a bit of treachery might lie in his heart.” 


“That is too bad. The best one is also the worst and the most dangerous. No matter. Tomorrow we send 
him back to Miranda Sound with the dwarf and the prisoners,” she said resignedly. 


Chapter Fifteen: The Trials and Tribulations of Loslonde and Nimir 


Early the next morning, the companions returned to the port city to begin the last leg of their journey. 
Tynam was placed under guard aboard the Snow Swan with the other prisoners and Mimir, the Dwarf. 


“By order of Ascelyn, Queen of Khelektol and Regent of the Silver Islands of the North, Tynam of 
Kendil is to be returned to Miranda Sound, then escorted on horseback to the Evergreen Vale,” the 
Captain of the Honor Guard read from his scroll. As the other guards placed the shackles on his feet 
and his hands, the captain informed him in a firm but softer tone of voice: “King Kyras will determine 
if you should be returned to the royal palace of Caran Sarn or be locked in the keep of Castle Rhisart.” 


“T am still in service to Prince Peter of the House of Harold the Fair Minded. He is the only one I 
acknowledge as my liege lord!” The defiant soldier protested. 


“If you wish to do me and my family further service, good Tynam, then heed my words. Return to 
Castle Rhisart and request an audience with Prince Rhian. Ask him on my behest to arrange your escort 
back to Caran Sarn. I need you gather information for me. I need to know how many troops are still 
loyal to my family and my cause. I need to know how Lord Cian is received by our people. In short, I 
want you to prepare the way for my father’s and my triumphant return. Can you do that for me?” 


“My Prince, I will gladly serve you in any way that I see fit. My loyalty and all of my deeds are 


dedicated to your house and your well being. I shall return to Castle Kendil for your sake.” 
“Excellent, Tynam. I know that you will honor your pledge to me. Are you satisfied, Queen Ascelyn?” 


“As well as I can be, for the moment. I still suspect the presence of evil and base treachery here. But it 
is not directed against you. I hope that my daughter can be made to understand my reasons for insisting 
that Tynam depart separately from the rest of you. No matter now, for it is settled. 


“Be off with you now, and have a safe journey, Captain Eimh.” 


The four boarded a small caravel, perhaps half the size of the Snow Swan. The trainer, Gervais, would 
serve as their guide through the Encircling Isles. He introduced them to the Captain of the White 
Albatross, Mordwy, and to his crew. Then he briefed them on their destination and their goals. 


“We will sail on through the Straits of the Morning to the Bay of Crystal Mist in Loslonde, the snow 
lands. You will be put ashore at the Cliffs of Delamar. It will be your task to scale the walls of these 
cliffs, trek across the Plateau of Oblivion and then descend to the ice fields below. If you travel in the 
right direction, you will reach the northern coast. Otherwise, you wander aimlessly, always coming 
back to the cliffs. When you reach the coast, light a watch fire, and I will retrieve you. You will only 
have a night and a day to complete the trek across Loslonde.” 


“And, if we get lost and can’t find our way back to the coast?” 


“Then you will perish in the ice fields due to exhaustion or starvation, or perhaps due to exposure to the 
elements. But I can give you no help. I will leave after one night and a day have elapsed. Oh! I can tell 
you one thing more. Beware of illusions on the snow. The weather can play funny tricks on a weary 
mind and a cold body. And be careful where you step. Soft snow covers hidden depressions and pits as 
well as thin, icy patches of water. You can drown just as well as you can suffocate in this terrain.” 


In contrast to their previous sea excursions this year, the voyage to Loslonde proved quite uneventful. 
No fantastic creatures barred their way or harassed their passage, and there was no sign of any pursuit 
from any quarter. 


Peter did see some impressive vistas, though. The far away glaciers seemed to climb into the sky, 
presenting a pristine staircase to Heaven itself. The floating icebergs, both magnificently beautiful and 
terrifying in their size and power, dwarfed the tiny ship and its passengers and cargo. No one could 
escape a feeling of awe and impending danger in their very presence. But the most memorable sight to 
Peter and Colum was the nightly spectacle of the Northern Lights, a cascade of curtained light more 
beautiful than any rainbow or display of fancy fireworks. 


“Now you see why I believe in a Creator Spirit and an ordered realm of creation, more powerful and 
more exquisite than any earthly kingdom ruled by a mortal prince.” 


“And now you two see why I wish to know the secrets of the nature that was set forth by this Creator 
Spirit of yours, Colum. One lifetime is not enough to probe all of the mysteries of the world, to 
comprehend all of the secrets of the stars shining above us,” Aldrian said, joining them on deck. 


“But one lifetime is long enough to root out injustice, to bring peace and harmony to one realm, and to 
influence those kingdoms around us in a useful, productive way. Justice and Mercy must begin in the 
King’s Court and then pass down to the nobility, the merchants and their houses, until it finally reaches 
the wattle and mud huts of the poorest of servants. Without order from on high, there can be no peace 
and stability at the base of the kingdom. That is your secret of creation, Sage. Order and justice in its 
purest form should be sent down equally for all creatures, human and otherwise. And it is a simple 
secret, at that. There is no need for your complex philosophies or complicated rituals, after all.” 


The others said not a word. They just stared at Hakom, dumfounded by his eloquence. He had never 
spoken in such terms and had never expressed such complex thoughts and ideas. Who is this man? 


“Peter! Look to starboard!” Colum suddenly exclaimed. 


Before their eyes, a giant form surged from below the surface of the water. Sea spray and layers of 
seawater dashed against the starboard side of the caravel, inundating the tiny vessel. A fish four times 
the size of the Albatross shot up along side the crow’s nest. Its colors were blue and white. Its rounded 
head was three times the size of the ship’s helm. Any of its many teeth inside that gaping mouth was 
easily the size of a full-grown man or Avellarai. The great fish hung suspended in mid air for long 
seconds before it splashed below the surface again. Its long tail raked across the water as it descended, 
sending a new cascade of wave and spray in its wake. 


“A Belega Carak!” shouted the captain excitedly. “That is the sea creature of good fortune. It is said the 
beast is especially beloved by the Creator Spirit, that it is His favorite. We of the Avellarai believe that 
crossing the path of such a creature is a sign of blessing from on high. It is an indication that one is 
doing the Creator’s will.” 


“Well, who would want to defy that!”” Hakom said with a half mocking scoff. “I wouldn’t want to meet 
its Maker!” 


“Perhaps you will. And much sooner than you think, Unbeliever!” the captain replied in kind. “I look at 
you and I say to myself: with an attitude like that, a man’s days are surely numbered.” 


On the second night since they left the small port of Speculum Aelin, the ship arrived at Loslonde. As 
he had promised, the captain put them ashore via their longboat on the beach of the White Cliffs of 
Delamar. Two days ration of food per person, an extra set of dry clothes, a tent, ropes, stacks and tackle 
were included in their supplies. From a distance, the White Cliffs sparkled and glittered in the 
moonlight. Standing directly below them now, the companions saw why. The cliffs appeared to be 
composed of solid ice. The surface was slick and unbroken, presumably impenetrable and untractable. 
Normally, this would be a challenge to even experienced climbers. What chance to succeed would a 
group of beginners have? 


“How are we going to climb that cliff wall? The surface looks as slick as a sheet of glass. And it is 
probably just as dangerous to exposed skin sliding across it,” Colum remarked. 


“We need to approach this problem from a military viewpoint. That cliff is like a well defended high 
castle wall. If the castle gates could not be broken down, or entry made through a sally port, the 
attackers would have to build a siege tower and enter through the top of the walls,” Hakom briskly 
commented. 


“But we have no building materials, only snow. We might be able to pack it and climb upon it, but I 
doubt that we will reach more a few feet above the ground,” the sage replied to him. 


“Then we must make our own siege tower: a human ladder. I shall be the base. Colum will be above 
me, and he will support Aldrian. Peter, of course, will be on top. I hope that you can support his weight, 
Aldrian. Peter, you will have to search for a break or a flaw in this slick surface. If you can’t find one, 
you will have to pound a stake into the wall. I hope that your muscles have developed sufficiently over 
the trials you have endured these past few weeks.” 


Their first search along the cliff wall proved fruitless. Two hours had past since they had begun. Peter 
tried to pound a stake into the wall, but the thick ice proved more than a match for his weak muscles. 
Nor could Aldrian break an opening into the wall at his level. Finally, Hakom, who was boosted on the 


unsteady shoulders of Aldrian and Colum, managed to create the first foothold in the wall eleven feet 
above the base of the cliff. 


Slowly he worked his way up the cliff, six feet at a time, progressing from new foothold to new 
foothold. By dawn, he had barely reached the top. Then he descended again. For Peter was too short to 
climb from foothold to foothold, and the Avellarai had not supplied them with enough rope to scale the 
entire length of the cliff. He lost another half-hour cautiously descending to the base. After resting for 
three-quarters of an hour, he resumed the climb again. Peter nervously held onto the big man’s neck 
and he wrapped his legs around Hakom’s back, fearful of these heights. Aldrian climbed behind Hakom 
with a rope tied around his waist. The other end was attached to Hakom’s waist, just in case the old 
man slipped. Colum ascended behind the sage with another rope tied around his waist. Its other end 
was also attached to the old sage’s waist. Colum had to be careful not to rush his master in his 
eagerness to complete the climb. 


Patience, my boy, patience. A lifetime of practicing this virtue may finally pay off. I do not want to 
think about haste and the waste that it would result from its consequences. 


An hour later, the four companions reached the top of the plateau. Hakom and the others were surprised 
to see the mists that enveloped its surface. Everyone proceeded cautiously forward. The terrible 
visibility masked the narrowness of the summit. 


One misstep would send a victim falling into an unseen void or crashing to a painful death as he 
bounced again and again off the slick walls before finally impacting into the invisible surface below. 
Carefully feeling out their terrain, the four set up their tent, unloaded their gear inside, and then crawled 
into their bedrolls. 


Aldrian woke up with a start. He did not know what had broken his peaceful slumber. For a few 
moments, he could not remember where he was. Then he heard it again. The howl of a lone wolf cut 
through the silence of the night. 


Is it night already? How long have we slept? Did we miss the boat? How are we going to descend this 
plateau and still cross the ice field in time to catch the boat? 


He suppressed a desire to panic and run across the clouded plateau. He was too old now to learn how to 
fly, especially off a dangerous cliff to certain doom. He quickly began to wake the others. 


“Thank you, Brother Wolf,” Colum said through a yawn. 


“Brother Wolf? Are you crazy?” Hakom exclaimed. “That wolf probably senses our location and he is 
thinking about his next meal.” 


“Be grateful that wolf woke us up, or we might have overslept. The creatures in this realm are friendly 
to the Avellarai and their companions. I don’t think that he intends to eat us. And speaking of eating, we 
need to have a light supper while we plan our escape from this plateau. We still have a long journey 
ahead of us,” Aldrian declared. 


“T still think that we need to stay on our guard. Friendly or not, that wolf and his companions are 
watching us even as I speak. I feel that other eyes are watching our tent as well, and they are not the 
four legged kind,” Hakom concluded. 


For the next hour, Hakom assaulted the cliff face on the opposite side of the shrouded plateau. This side 
had not been polished so finely by the elements. But snow obscured most of its outer surface. The big 
man found that this side was not as ice coated as its sister, but it was hard to pound a stake through the 


rocky exterior. Hakom had already broken two stakes in his attempts to secure some rope for a steady 
descent. He had only been able to descend six feet for all of the time and work invested in the effort. 


“This is taking much too long. We will never be able to reach the base before the ship departs or our 
food runs out,” he muttered to himself. He was feeling a bit weak because he had given a portion of his 
rations to Peter and Aldrian. As always, he put the boy’s survival before his own. 


Peter was exploring the center of the plateau. “There has to be an easier way down this plateau. After 
all, Loslonde is supposedly inhabited. There must be a path that leads to an easier descent hidden under 
this layer of snow. Perhaps a partial stairway or a series of footholds are carved into the cliff side. If 
only this night fog would dissipate! Then I could see clearly down the cliff side and...” 


His train of thought broke off as he suddenly lost his footing. He sank through the snow into the plateau 
itself. “AAA!” He cried and then he vanished from their sight. 


“Peter fell into a sinkhole!” Colum exclaimed in horror. 
“We must pull him out at once. If any bones are broken...” Aldrian began. 


“T’m fine,” a voice cried out from the center of the hole where the others were gathering. “I am just a 
little bruised and humiliated. I should have borrowed your quarterstaff before walking over here. Pull 
me out, please.” 


“They began to pull him out of the hole. Peter’s backpack slipped off his shoulders and tumbled below. 
Its contents scattered into the void. 


“That might be a stairway leading down,” Aldrian observed. 


“The obvious never fails to elude you, old man,” Hakom dryly commented. Colum failed to suppress a 
laugh at the Sage’s humiliation and Hakom’s witty remark. 


The contents of the backpack continued their journey below. As one of Peter’s drinking cups hit a stair, 
a loud ‘clank’ resounded from the hidden stairway, followed by the emergence of a two foot long spike 
from the right side of the wall. It was about one foot above that particular stair. 


“Tt’s good that you did not fall onto that stair, Peter.” Colum weakly remarked to the Prince. 


“T see now. It is a spring trap device, probably activated by any weight touching a particular spot on 
some of the selected stairs. The older Avellarai supposedly had the knowledge to build such 
mechanisms. At least, it is rumored that Lord Serie’s people brought such devices with them from their 
ancient homeland in the far Southern Reaches.” 


“How are we to get past these traps?” Colum asked. “I know nothing of disarming such devices.” 


“You don’t need to. It appears to me that only certain of the stairs are rigged. Peter, use your rope and 
your grappling hook to retrieve that cup.” 


After two attempts, Peter was successful. Once the weight of the cup was removed, the spike returned 
into the wall. 


“Just as I thought,” the sage remarked. “Hakom, give me the fragments of your broken spikes and any 
other debris that you have found. We are going to cautiously explore this stairway.” 


Using their powers of observation and Peter’s good throwing arm, Aldrian, the prince, and Colum 
ventured to the bottom of the stairs safely. The staircase led to a large room, approximately seventy- 
five feet long by fifty feet wide. The ceiling reached to a height of eight feet, supported by old timbers 
and rusted, metallic bracing. This room was filled with empty crates, large water vases, broken iron 
tools and other miscellaneous items. 


“This was once solid rock. The Avellarai must have spent many months hollowing out this room and 
building an inner staircase leading up to the center of the plateau. Obviously, this was once a hidden 
base. From this vantagepoint, the Avellarai could see any armies advancing from the South and could 
prepare for an assault. The cliff walls span almost the entire length of the island. Any army that landed 
here would have to climb up to the top of these cliffs like we did. They would have to endure a 
continuous barrage of arrow fire before ascending to the plateau. The exhausted survivors would then 
have to fight fresh troops of Avellarian soldiers gathered from this island and armed from this room. If 
the enemy forces took control of the plateau, they would still have to survive the traps on the stairway 
before they could reach this room. Presumably, the door on our left will open to another passageway 
inside the cliff, which will, in turn, lead us to the base of the cliff and an exit to the North.” 


As usual, the sage was wrong again. The door on the left would not open by itself. It appeared to be 
locked. While the sage attempted to ascertain the secret of the locked door by using ancient Avellarian 
command words and by making strange hand gestures at the stubborn portal, Peter began to search 
through the ‘empty’ crates and ruined vases. Eventually, he found a mysterious metal rod with an 
intricately carved handle in the bottom of a broken toolbox. He did not recognize the metal. Colum, in 
the meantime, had climbed up the staircase to fetch the last of their company, Hakom. He returned with 
the big man just as Peter was addressing the sage. 


“Try this, Grandfather!” The prince said, handling the strange rod to Aldrian. 


“By the hairs of my beard! It’s an old style, brass key rod. I have only read about such things in Prince 
Rhian’s library.” 


The door opened to the northern face of the cliff. Below was a set of stairs carved into the steep cliff 
wall. Each stair was less than a half foot wide and was spaced four feet apart from the other. A long, 
toothy gap opened between each stair. So, it was possible to misstep and to plunge through the space 
between to one’s death. To make matters worse, most of the steps were ice encrusted and partially 
obscured by the continually drifting snow. The winds began to rise now, making the descent by this 
path doubly dangerous. For the changing, drifting piles of accumulated snow would often hide the 
pattern of the steps, or they would make a climber believe that a step extended where there was only 
empty space. And the growing power of the winds at times threatened to sweep Aldrian and Peter off 
the staircase. Eventually the four managed to reach the last stair. The first rays of dawn greeted their 
arrival at the base of the cliff. 


“From here we must travel directly north. How to accurately gauge our direction will be difficult at 
best. When the sun rises, she will be directly above us. There are no trees or other permanent terrain to 
mark our passage, just the ever changing, unreliable snowdrifts. And there is no one we can ask.” The 
sage said reluctantly with a sigh. 


“T dare to say that someone is nearby. While you were rummaging around, trying to figure out the 
secret of that door, I found some embers by one of the large water vases. They were still warm. 
Someone had been in that room a few hours before Peter’s discovery of the staircase below the plateau. 
That is why I left the room, to tell Hakom of my find and bring him down from the plateau. Someone is 
traveling ahead of us, watching our every move from a safe distance. That someone is very well 
acquainted with the lay of the land,” Colum remarked. 


“Tt is a pity that you can’t find them with your great tracking skills and ask for directions,” the sage 
replied sarcastically. 


“Tt would be nice if they had left us a trail to follow. But that would be too much to hope for. After all, 
this is our test,” Colum replied back. 


The four made the best time that they could in the drifting snow. The dazzling reflection from the fallen 
crystals kept at least half of the company snow blind that morning. As the day wore on, the blizzard 
seemed to worsen. Peter, half-blind from the reflection and weary from the endless marching, stumbled 
into danger on two separate occasions. In spite of his precautions with the walking stick, Peter managed 
to fall into a crevice hidden by the accumulated snow. Only the rope around his waist prevented the 
completion of his plunge into the twenty-foot crevice. Luckily, the keen eyes of Hakom saw his peril 
even as the prince realized his folly. The strong right arm of the bodyguard pulled him out of potential 
harm. The second time, Peter, who was trailing behind the rest of the group, slipped as he tried to 
follow in Hakom’s footprints, and he plunged through a thin coating of ice. The boy cried out as he fell, 
and Hakom, alerted by the scream from behind and the pull on the rope tied around his waist, turned in 
time to see Peter’s hand begin to disappear underneath the icy waters. Once again, the prince had to be 
rescued from an imminent end. 


Using the last of their dry wood, the companions quickly built a fire to save the errand prince. Peter 
could say nothing as shivers convulsed through his body. Colum and Aldrian both wondered to 
themselves where they would find enough material now to build a signal fire for the ship. Perhaps it 
was too late. Hakom huddled close to the fire beside the shivering prince. He removed his gloves. His 
hands had begun to turn blue due to previous exposure to the cold when he tried to drive the climbing 
stakes into the cliff face. There was a patch of white on the third finger of his left hand. At once Peter 
noticed the hand, then he looked directly into Hakom’s eyes. The big man glanced back at him, holding 
his gaze. Then he put his finger to his lips, as if to say ‘not yet.’ 


Aldrian was not sure if they had traveled in the right direction. The sun was now hidden by the power 
of the blizzard. It was impossible to spot the White Cliffs of Delamar from any direction. At least the 
effects of the snow blindness were diminished by the blizzard. Aldrian had no way to reckon their 
position now. Visibility had been reduced to a few scant feet. 


As he stared down from the horizon, Aldrian thought that he saw a figure moving toward him. He 
began to recognize her as she approached. It had been many years since he had laid eyes on her, but she 
seemed unchanged by the ravages of time. She was as beautiful as before, and still quite desirous. 


“You are going in the right path. Follow your instincts. You are but a few miles south of the coast.” 


Aldrian looked behind him at the tent. Peter and Hakom were huddled together by the fire, oblivious to 
her presence. Colum was preoccupied as well. He was rationing out the last of the food. No one else 
had taken notice of her. 


“How do you know this? How can you be here after so many years?” 


“Trust me. I shall get you to safety, if you but follow me. I ask nothing of you, for now.” Then she ran 
her hand across his cheek. It felt warm even through the blizzard’s chill. He turned away for the 
moment, embarrassed by her touch. He looked back and she was gone. There was no trace of her 
footprints in the shifting snow. 


“Aldrian! Aldrian! Are you well?” Colum was shaking him. He was in the tent, gathered in the circle 
that sat around the fire. 


““We were worried! We thought that you had dozed off out there. You look as if you have seen a ghost.” 


“Yes. Or perhaps it was a sending from my past.” And he spoke no more of it. 


They packed up their gear after Peter was thoroughly dry and warm again. The company followed 
Aldrian’s direction through the storm. No one could gauge the hour, since the fury of the storm had 


masked the sky, obscuring any hint of sun or the stars. Occasionally the old sage would stop, look 
toward a particular ridge or snowdrift, and mumble to some unseen presence in an ancient dialect that 
even Colum and Peter failed to recognize. 


“Perhaps he is praying to the Guardians,” Hakom suggested, greatly puzzled by the old man’s sudden 
bouts of eccentricity. 


“Tt is not a prayer. And he does not speak in a language that I recall. It seems as though he is having a 
dialogue with someone or something.” Colum admitted worriedly. 


Finally, Aldrian motioned for the company to halt. Peter thought that he could hear a roaring in the 
distance, like waves crashing upon a shore. But the weakening storm still obscured their visibility. A 
fog was beginning to roll out before them. Aldrian ordered Hakom to build a fire from the paltry 
remnants of their last supplies, three thin fragments of driftwood. 


“Tt will be too small, Aldrian. No one will be able to see it from here. And it will not last burn long 
enough to warm us,” Colum argued. 


“Have faith, Mendicant. Are you not always instructing me to show a little more faith in the Powers 
That Be?” 


And so to humor him, Colum and Hakom started to build a small watch fire. Aldrian stepped forward, 
vanishing into the mist. Before him, three hundred feet to the North lay the great waters of Mare Altum. 
Farther out a tiny ship drifted away on the horizon. It bore the three lateen sails of a caravel class 
vessel, barely outlined against the weak, red rays of the setting sun. 


“Mix in these powders with your dying fire, Colum.” Aldrian handed him one of two pouches that were 
marked with strange runes. 


“What is this? I have never seen such ingredients before.” 
“Trust me, please. And do it now. The ship is almost out of sight.” 


“As you wish. Where did you find this powder? I thought that you had used up all of the black 
powder...” 


“You are correct. I did. I found these in the secret room underneath the plateau when we conducted our 
first search of the ‘empty’ crates. As you see, the pouches are marked with a special fire rune. That is 
why you might want to stand back now!” 


“Aldrian? Do you actually know the purpose of this mixture or are you guessing again? Aldrian!” 
Colum shouted after the old man. Aldrian had run from the fire and then thrown himself and Peter to 
the ground several feet away. Colum and Hakom stared at each other momentarily in disbelieve, then 
they followed the sage’s example. 


The ingredients began to be consumed by the dying fire. Suddenly a bright, blue flame shot up from the 
center of the flickering watch fire, growing to the height of a normal man. Then the fire began to 
expand outward, nearly touching the perimeter of the cowering company of travelers. A mighty ‘Bang’ 
was heard as the fire exhausted the last of its fuel. Everyone was momentarily deafened by the blast. 
The sound of the explosion echoed down the coast. 


“In all of my days at sea, I have never seen a signal fire to equal yours. For a short time, my crew and I 
were convinced that the island was under attack from some unseen foe. The noise that you unleashed 
probably echoed back to Queen Ascelyn’s palace on Khelektol.” 


“I’m truly sorry, Captain. I saw your ship on the horizon, and I feared that you were not returning for 
us. I wanted to make sure that I drew your attention.” 


“That you surely did. Now stow your gear aboard and move quickly. We must depart for Nimir with all 
due haste.” 


The caravel sailed east along the coast of Loslonde for the remainder of the night. The captain ordered 
the anchor be dropped shortly before dawn. When asked why he had halted the progress of the vessel, 
he grumbled something under his breath about ‘the danger of icebergs on the western coast of Nimir.’ 
He then remarked, in a louder voice, how even the tiniest of these floating masses of ice and snow 
could crush a ship against the shore as easily as a man might squeeze an uncooked egg. Then he added 
that the passengers should not worry about the safety of the ship, since they had their own set of trials 
to endure tomorrow. A little sleep, he added, might improve their chances for survival. 


Shortly after dawn, the ship began to move toward Nimir’s eastern coast. The passengers marveled at 
the size of the icebergs and at the skill of the captain of the White Albatross. With seeming ease, he 
navigated the small, fragile wooden ship between the dazzling walls of towering ice that constantly 
caressed the caravel with their mortal touch. The floating mountains of ice did not move slowly or in a 
predictable pattern. It was a dance of death as the little vessel dodged and gracefully weaved around the 
path of its oversized partners. Often the shadows of the ice behemoths would swallow the caravel 
whole, blotting out for a minute or two both the sun and the gray cover of clouds. Finally, about mid 
afternoon, the ship pulled into an ice-free harbor, on the eastern side of Nimir. With its glittering, icy 
peaks and stately, snow-capped mountains, Peter could easily appreciate its nickname, “the White 
Jewel’. 


“Three trials you must endure before you will be allowed to leave this island. I cannot reveal the nature 
of these tests or their secrets, for I do not know them. You will start here on the eastern coast of the 
island and you will make your way across to the opposite coastline. By the time you have reached that 
destination you will have completed the trials. May the Guardians guide your path and your choices. 
Farewell.” 


Peter watched the tiny vessel pull away as his companions organized their climbing gear. They had 
been given enough food rations to last five days. Presumably, barring no catastrophes at sea, the White 
Albatross would meet them at a harbor on the opposite coast. Five days the crew would spend dancing 
through an intricate maze of death and infinite beauty. Peter was glad to be taking the overland route, 
instead. 


The party marched to the west. Their destination was a small mountain range some two miles away. It 
ran North and South, presumably along the entire length of the island. As they proceeded on, the 
company noticed a change in the wind. The air felt much colder and much denser than it did on 
Loslonde. Its speed had diminished as well. Perhaps the range to their West was blocking the full force 
of the wind. Aldrian had his own theory. He believed that the winds decrease more as one approaches 
the top of the world. Therefore, there would be no strong movement of air when someone stood exactly 
in the center of the main island, Issenlonde. Peter had noticed something else. The snow that they trod 
upon was becoming increasingly harder and thicker as they advanced farther North. Beneath this 
heavily packed snow was a layer of ice, several feet thick and much harder than first imagined. It had a 
slick and menacing look about it. He would hate to fall directly upon its surface, even from a drop of a 
few feet. They reached the foot of the mountain range only a few hours after they had disembarked 
from the ship. 


The skies were clear, but the light had started to fade almost immediately after they had begun their 


trek. Aldrian remarked that he had noted how the days seemed to shorten the nearer they approached 
the center of the island. By the time they finally arrived on Issenlonde, he joked, they would see no 
sunlight for the majority of the day. This statement depressed Peter and the other two companions. 


“As we can see the night sky clearly,” he said. To his dismay, the sage soon discovered that his 
navigation abilities were limited here. The stars were easy to sight, but the horizon disappeared in the 
Arctic darkness. He could only take accurate sightings during the early evening or the early morning, 
when the horizon was most visible. 


The temperature began to drop rapidly as the last of the daylight faded. Peter had never felt such 
intense cold before. The winds began to pick up again, intensifying the effects of the Arctic terrain. 
Hakom, Colum and Aldrian began to pack the snow together to form a temporary shelter against the 
bitter cold. No tent canvas could protect them from the ravaging northern night. 


No wonder I have not seen any vegetation or trees on these islands, Peter thought to himself. What 
could grow here in a cold desert that is devoid of heat, sunlight and soil. These layers of ice are deep 
enough to prevent any plant or tree from putting down roots. And there is no fresh, flowing water, only 
the salty brine liquid found in the sea. 


The companions were exhausted from their labors to construct the snow hut. Aldrian had earlier 
planned to start exploring the mountain in the hopes of finding an easy passage through a gap in the 
range. But the sudden onslaught of the wind and the cold had defeated his drive and weakened his will 
to go further tonight. Besides, his first priority was the safety and welfare of the young prince. He could 
explore the range tomorrow. Still, in spite of his weakness, he could not sleep. So he decided to take the 
first watch while the others rested. 


He rose up from his bedroll, and he cleared away the baggage in front of their makeshift door. He 
wanted another look at the stars before he retired that evening. The only sound that he could hear was 
the low, howling wind. The snow fell gently to the ground. In the midst of the descending snowflakes, 
he thought he saw a figure in the distance. It was silently moving toward the camp at a quick pace. He 
thought it best to go out and investigate than wake the others. If he was wrong, he would have 
needlessly disturbed their rest and would have made himself look foolish in the process. So, he moved 
past their baggage and ventured out into the cold darkness. The figure was clearly in sight now. Once 
again, he recognized her. 


“Alicia! What are you doing here in this part of the wide, savage world?” 


“T might ask you the same question. You are far from your home and not in a healthy place. This 
environment will kill you if you remain long exposed to its effects. Come with me. I have discovered a 
most comfortable region. It is through a gap in yonder mountain range.” She took him by the hand and 
she began to lead him away from the snow shelter. They walked South together underneath the shadow 
of the mountains. Finally they came to an outcropping of rock which seemed to be arranged as a natural 
staircase of stones. It led up to a break or an opening in the wide range. Carefully, they climbed the 
slippery stairs to the gap at the apex of the rocky staircase. 


“Look down, Aldrian. What do you see?” She directed his gaze to the landscape on the opposite side of 
the gap. 


“T see a beautiful valley below. It is filled with trees, herbs, and roots of every variety and kind. It 
reminds me of a place I visited many years ago. That was the glade outside the mighty forest, 
Belegtaur, the home of Brianna Fenn Sech and her host of followers. 


“Yes, I remember it well. I met you there as you gathered forbidden roots and herbs for your 
experiments and potions, and powders. You were searching for the key to immortality, that you might 


have a lifetime long enough to discover all the secrets of creation. And Queen Brianna stumbled across 
before we could complete our tryst and before you could finish your work. She wanted you for herself, 
and she dispatched me from your sight. She offered you immortality in exchange for becoming her 
consort. But she had not counted on your love for me, and because of your disgust for her when I was 
sent away.” 


“That is true. Brianna did not understand my heart or the heart of any mortal, for that matter. I could 
have been happy in that glade if you had remained with me. But I could never have been happy living 
beside her! The memories of you would have been too strong for me in that glade. So, I refused her 
‘generous’ offer and was ‘banished’ from her realm until a time of her choosing and her recall.” 


“Aldrian, forget the past. Come live with me now! We can be happy together in that valley below. 
Think about it! No more worries about politics and scheming nobles and crafty counselors. No more 
suffering through hostile terrain and alien people with their vulgarities. No more useless quests with 
spoiled little brats and half-grown children who pretend to be men. Abandon this quest! Come live with 
me instead!” She kissed him passionately. 


“No, no!” he protested, pushing her away. “I can’t abandon my responsibility to my prince and to my 
friends. I have led them on this journey and I must see it through to its completion.” He turned away 
from her. 


“Don’t turn away from me! I am offering you the world. The only safe kingdom that will survive when 
the minions of Lauradonna and those of the Dark Lord finally clash. We can remain safely in this haven 
while the destruction sweeps across both powers and their respective realms. Then we can pick up the 
pieces that remain and build a new kingdom from the shattered fragments of the old. There will be no 
one left to challenge us. Even Brianna’s realm will fall, caught between the opposing forces and their 
might.” 


“This is madness! I am here to prevent such a disaster, not cause it. The world that you envision will 
have no peace or justice, only tyranny and suffering. I cannot accept such an offer. And I cannot fully 
comprehend the madness of your vision.” The Sage turned his back to her. 


“Reject me, then,” she replied. “But do not boast in your own power. It is too weak. You cannot even 
protect your own, let alone feed them. If you are such a mighty wizard and such a genius, prove your 
power to me. Change some of these rocks to bread to feed your half-starved grandson and his pathetic 
retainers. I dare you to save their lives!” 


“My friends and I are not animals seeking nourishment from common foodstuff. We have higher needs 
and goals that are fed and nourished by our beliefs and ideals such as: friendship, loyalty, trust, duty to 
king and country, and responsibilities to ourselves and those that we serve. You will not trick me into 
selling my soul with a demonstration of mere parlor tricks.” 


“Trust and loyalty, you say! What about your sheep-like faith in those vaulted Guardians who never 
reveal themselves to you and who never intervene unless it serves their own best interest? Show me 
your faith in their powers and your belief in their protection. If you truly believe in them, step off this 
ledge! If they watch over you and protect you, they will not allow any harm to come to you, especially 
if you and your friends are so vital a part of their plans.” She shouted above the how] of the rising 
wind. A venomous undertone now laced her words. 


“Tempt me not me or the Powers That Be. I will not foolishly throw away my life for your amusement 
or because of your spite. But beware of the Powers that you dare to insult and ridicule. A day of 
reckoning will come against you and your dread mistress of the woods.” He turned away from her to 
climb down the slippery stairs. 


“Do not think that you can so easily spurn me and my affections for you!” She reached forward and 
pushed against the old man with all of her ghostly strength. 


Aldrian felt the force of the rising wind increasing behind him. He tried to steady his descent down the 
half-obscured, ice coated surface of the stones. His right foot shot out into empty space, while his left 
foot slipped over the top of the stair. As he fell into the void, he heard a loud, cackling laughter. He was 
able to catch a brief glimpse of her figure, partially hidden now behind the curtain of gentle, falling 
snow. It seemed to sparkle for a moment against the obscuring whiteness. Then it vanished amid the 
growing storm. 


A violent shaking suddenly awakened Colum. He felt cold and very hungry. Then he realized what had 
disturbed his sleep. He was shivering. The source of his discomfort was the cold blast of icy wind 
cutting through their ice hut. Their belongings had been scattered throughout the shelter. Who had done 
this deed? Wait a moment, he thought. Where was Aldrian? 


Colum woke up the others. Together they scurried out of the hut. They found a single set of footprints, 
partially covered by the falling snow. It led south, paralleling the mountain range. Fear began to rise up 
within him as Colum hurriedly followed the half-buried trail. He suddenly stopped, almost slipping on 
the new carpet of snow. The others also came to a halt, and they looked in the direction that the 
mendicant was gawking. Above them on a high ridge, a single figure was babbling softly to himself. He 
continued on without regard for their presence below. The wind was beginning to rise and the snowfall 
began to thicken as well. 


“Aldrian! Aldrian! Come down!” Colum cried out against the roar of the growing storm. 


“Apparently he cannot hear you over the wind,” Hakom shouted to his friend. “What is doing on that 
ledge?” 


“He must have been walking in his sleep. How he climbed up to that spot without falling is beyond my 
comprehension.” 


“He acts as if he is under a trance or he is under someone’s control,” Peter guessed aloud. 


“T had better try to get to him before something happens.” Colum looked around, searching for a safe 
way to quickly reach his mentor. 


Aldrian abruptly turned around and he began to carefully descend the natural stairway. The wind had 
grown stronger by now and the snow continued to fall like an obscuring mist, masking the view of the 
summit where the sage stood. Colum’s worst fear became realized as Aldrian’s feet shot from 
underneath him. A strange feeling washed over Peter in that instant. For a brief moment, he thought that 
he had heard a soft laughter in the air. Hakom looked up as Aldrian fell. He imagined that he saw a 
luster or a glistening in the mist around the summit. He blinked, and it was gone. 


Colum rushed forward, too late to prevent the fall. Instead, he acted as a cushion for the plunging sage. 
They impacted with a horrible crash. Hakom feared that they had both broken their backs, judging from 
the sound of the collision. The sage was knocked unconscious. A large cut ran across his forehead. 
Colum lay helpless underneath him, his face buried in the virgin snow. Most of the air had been driven 
out of his lungs by the force of their impact. 


Tynam clutched his left hand around the rails of the main deck and he breathed in deeply. He had hoped 
that the cold sea air would clear his head. He could not remember the dreams of the previous night, but 
he now felt exhausted. He vaguely recalled a struggle with a shadow form over some important matter. 


But the details were lost, irretrievable in the waking light of morning. Sunlight was weak and undefined 
at this time of year in the North. He looked out to sea, toward the shrinking outline of the southern 
coast of Loslonde. Most of the shoreline was obscured now in the morning fog. 


“That is the protective mists of the Silver Isles. They roll in propitiously to shield our people from the 
prying eyes of humans...and other foes as well.” Islisa had crossed the deck to join him at the railing. 


“I know that you miss your friends and that you worry about their safety. Have no fear. In one sense, 
their fate is in the hands of the Guardians. Such beings will not allow a life to be lost or taken away 
without true necessity. Even if your friends do fail the test, the Guardians will not judge them too 
harshly, or without mercy. It would be against their true nature to do so. Therefore, Tynam, you should 
relax and enjoy the voyage home. Your work is done for the quest, and you have earned a rest.” 


“Have I? I feel that I betrayed their trust when I was a host for that shadow creature. Who knows what 
terrible deeds I might have done under its fell influence? Who knows what secrets of the prince I may 
have revealed to it while it possessed my mind? I suspect that it was using me to follow the prince very 
closely. But what was its purpose?” 


“Who can say? Rest assured that no evil can enter into our lands unaided. The Dark Lord and his 
armies were never able to find Issenlonde, let alone invade it during the War of Darkness. The mortal 
kingdoms alone were touched by his hand. And then it was only for a brief time. That is why you are 
forbidden to step upon our lands. For you are both a mortal and a commoner, and Queen Ascelyn 
suspects that the shadow of corruption still crosses your heart. But I believe otherwise.” She drew 
closer to him and she cupped his face in her hands. Then she kissed him. 


He enjoyed the unexpected sensation of pleasure for long moments. Then he gently pulled away. A look 
of sadness crossed his face. 


“You are most bold, Milady. Such behavior is, well, unaccustomed in my kingdom, especially from a 
fine noblewoman as yourself.” 


“My customs and my upbringing are very different from yours. I am a full-blooded Avellarian woman, 
and I am regarded with equal status to any male of my race. We are straightforward and bluntly honest 
in our dealings with other races. We do not have the subtlety and the evasive nature that you humans 
employ so easily,” she said with a smirk. 


“Perhaps you are correct. But even my people do not possess the gilded tongue and devious 
manipulations of some other races such as...” Tynam caught a glimpse of Mimir the Dwarf coming up 
from the cargo hold. 


“...The clever, fair-dealing, artistic, skillful dwarves. Look! Here comes one now!” 
“Terrible, terrible news, my lady! One of the prisoners has escaped!” 
“What? How did this happen?” She asked. 


“He simply flexed his muscles. Then he twisted and broke the ropes as if they were old parchments. It’s 
as if he had the strength of five men. The guards are fighting with him now,” the dwarf concluded 
hysterically. 


At that moment, the commotion reached the main deck. The figure of a dark skinned, muscular pirate 
emerged from the cargo hold. The rags of a red shirt hung loosely over his shoulders and a torn pair of 
breeches covered his waist. He cast a long shadow before him, even though the sun had barely 
penetrated the thick morning mist. Tynam froze in place for a moment His heart leapt into his throat 
and he could not speak. For he recognized the shadow and he knew why the man fought like one 
possessed. 


Lady Islisa rang the bell attached to the mast pole to alert the rest of the crew. But she was too late. The 
man (if man he still was) looked directly at Tynam and he grinned disdainfully as if to say ‘follow me, 
if you so dare!’ Then the pirate vaulted over the rail on the starboard side and he was gone. A loud 
splash followed his swift departure. 


< The fool! He will never survive in those icy waters. Good riddance to him, then I say! At least he did 
not kill any of my crew! > 


Islisa had to translate the captain’s remarks for Tynam’s benefit. Tynam then responded to him. 


“That is now more than a mortal, Captain Eimh,” Tynam piped up with an air of certainty. “ He can 
probably survive this climate very easily. The shadow that is attached to his body will keep him alive 
for as long as it suits its purpose. No, Captain, you are wrong. He will reach the shore, after all. The 
shadow pirate means to catch up to the prince and to unleash some new wickedness upon his quest. I 
must go and warn my prince!” Tynam headed towards the ship’s boat as if to leave immediately. 


Although he could not understand Tynam’s words, the captain clearly read the meaning of his actions. 
He grabbed the soldier’s left arm as if to restrain him. 


< No, Tynam! I cannot allow this! My orders are to deliver you to Castle Rhisart, preferably alive and 
well. I will bring you there in chains and manacles if I deem it necessary. > Then he called out to the 
guards to bind the soldier. 


“No, Captain. Don’t you understand? The evil is not within me anymore. It is unleashed within your 
waters now and it threatens the peace of the Silver Isles. Perhaps even Issenlonde and the entire world 
are in danger. 


“Tslisa! Make him understand! Speak out on my behalf if you love me!” Tynam struggled as two 
muscle bound guards strove to restrain him. 


< My dear Captain Eimh let me resolve this dilemma for you. Allow me to take charge of this 
wearisome, pathetic human. You should not have to sully your hands with such demeaning tasks as 
overseeing this prisoner. I will be his personal jailer. I will not take my eyes off him until he is safely 
delivered to the Evergreen Vale and he is reprimanded into the custody of Prince Rhian himself. > 


< Very good. Guard, place the human called Tynam in chains and surrender the keys to his keeper, 
Lady Islisa. You are a fortunate man, Soldier. You will bask in the radiance and the beauty of her 
gracious ladyship for the duration of our voyage. And if you are observant as well, you might learn 


something about the weather and you might learn how to navigate a caravel through the Western Sea. 
> 


As the guards secured the chains to his hands and his feet, Tynam shot an angry gaze back at his 
keeper. It seemed to say Traitor! Beguiler! 


She replied with a bemused smile. 


“You mortals are so predictable! It is hardly worth the effort to manipulate you.” The Lady Islisa was 
unlocking Tynam’s manacles. Next she told him to bring his bow and the quiver of twenty arrows as 
well as any other belongings he could easily carry. 


“Captain Eimh does not have a crew large enough to divide between the pursuit of the shadow pirate 
and the sailing of the Snow Swan back to Miranda Sound. It would be better if you and I took a fishing 
dory after him. After all, you will need a good navigator, guide, and wind master. You cannot transverse 
these wild waters by yourself.” 


“But what about your duties to Captain Eimh as a navigator, and to Queen Ascelyn as a loyal subject?” 


“First of all, the captain has a few fine Avellarian crewmen who can navigate this vessel through these 
well sailed waters. They know the currents and the vagaries of the winter storms almost as well as I do. 
And Captain Eimh, whether he wishes to admit it or not, is an experienced navigator in his own right. 
He just favors my abilities and my skills over his own, if you understand my drift.” 


“Yes. He seems very partial to your charms, perhaps even in a romantic fashion.” 


“Perhaps you are right, if I fully understand the meaning of your human feelings and emotions. As for 
Queen Ascelyn, my duty and my loyalty is to Lady Aubrey, daughter to the Queen of the Silver Isles. 
She feels that you are to be included in the prince’s quest and that you may still contribute an important 
part to its conclusion. For that reason, she has asked me to accompany you back to Khelektol and to the 
Blessed Isle. Princess Aubrey is the handmaiden of the guardian, Lauradonna, and the interpreter of her 
will. So come with me now! I vowed never to take my eyes off you, and I do not take my oaths lightly.” 


As the two lowered the dory over the starboard side, another pair of eyes reluctantly watched their 
progress. In spite of himself, he smiled. It was as he had expected. Captain Eimh had never questioned 
his feisty wind master or her enigmatic motives. Long ago he found that it was useless to do so. 
Consequently, he had ordered his crew not to impede their escape. In silence he sadly watched their 
departure. 


“You have betrayed me, Aldrian Lore Master. I have offered you my heart and you refused it. I have 
offered you love and you reject it. I have even offered you the key to eternal life and you spurn it. All 
because of your insufferable pride, and your confidence in your own skills and abilities.” 


“No, Alicia, it is not like that. I cannot accept the gifts that you offer because the price you demand is 
too high. I will not bow down to you and become your slave. My independence and my free will mean 
too much to me to cast them down at your feet.” 


“Fool! You have thrown away your only chance for survival in the war to come. You have chosen your 
puny blood relation and a tiny, worthless kingdom over the possibility of ruling an empire! So be it! 
Awaken now to truth and curse your doom. Begone!” 


Aldrian sat up suddenly. He was in the ice shelter. His body was wrapped in warm, dry blankets, and a 
strip of cloth covered his head to stanch the bleeding. 


“He’s awake!” A voice cried out near his head. His eyes focused to reveal its source. A bearded Colum 
knelt beside him. 


“You had us quite worried, Aldrian. We thought that you had passed away from the shock of the fall. 
You look very pale as if you have seen a ghost.” 


“Or it was a sending or a messenger of doom. A temptation or a test was lain before me, but I don’t 
recall the outcome of the trial.” 


“The first trial,” Colum noted. “That means that two more are to be expected soon.” He paused a 
moment before continuing. “You talked in your sleep about a mysterious lady who appeared to you in 
the blizzard. We checked your trail and we found only one set of tracks. Yours. And the gap in the 
mountain range that you mentioned is barely climbable. There is no hidden paradise or sunny meadow 
on the other side. It is just some illusion, caused, no doubt, by the reflection of ice and snow.” 


“But take heart. At least your illusion or fevered dream led us to a narrow passage in the mountain 
range. It’s a bit of a tricky climb, but the only alternative is to lose precious time traveling the length of 
the range to cross to the other side. I’m still not sure how you were able to scale that slippery rock 


stairway to the top. Colum and I had a time of it following your climb up that path.” Hakom concluded. 


By mid-afternoon of the second day, Aldrian felt strong enough to resume the journey. The four set out 
again, armed with spike and pickax, strong resolve, and determined will. Only a minimal amount of 
sunlight lit their way. They climbed the icy stairs with extreme caution and they moved at a slow, 
steady pace. As they mounted the last stair to the gap in the mountain range, the stars appeared in the 
northern sky. Their dancing light illuminated the rocky path down the opposite side. The descent down 
the untried stone trail was twice as difficult as the ascension up into the range. This time there was no 
wall of rock or stone to impede the force of the winter winds, nothing to serve as a break wall between 
the fury of the storms and the tiny, frail humans slowly trudging down the path. The cold, icy blasts of 
the North winds quickly stripped away what little heat remained in their bodies. Peter was forced to 
cling to the outcropping in the rocks to avoid being swept down the mountainside. The missteps of 
several members of this group had already caused a number of small avalanches in the valley below. 
Peter watched as a loosed rock tumbled down the wall above him. As it struck the surface of the 
mountain on its descent, other rocks, ice, and small piles of accumulated snow began to roll from their 
resting-places and join the rock’s mad plunge toward the base of the range. An innocent creature 
wandering through the bottom of the range could easily be overwhelmed and buried by the cascading 
avalanche in a matter of seconds. 


While clutching to rocks and ice for dear life some fifty feet above the base of the mountain, Peter 
noticed a peculiar sight. Off in the distance, about some two hundred yards along the field of whiteness 
that lay at the base of the mountain, the boy thought he saw a small scattering of little fires. From here, 
each of these fires appeared to be no larger than a candle flame that glowed on an altar at the back of a 
church or a temple. Peter cried out his news to the others. Immediately, everyone heard a low rumbling 
above him as the shout rang up and down the mountainside. Snow and ice began to fall on the four 
climbers. 


Most of the party was able to retain his grip on the mountainside. Peter was almost swept off. Luckily, 
the short rope that was tied around his waist did not break. Hakom’s strong right arm pulled him back 
to safety. After a seeming eternity of careful and stealthy climbing, the silent four made their final 
descent to solid ground. The four advanced toward the mysterious lights, using their walking staffs to 
test the hardness of the surface before them. 


The companions had come within five hundred feet of the source of the fires. They were approaching a 
small village. Most of the structures were in the form of huts or small houses, carved from white 
marble or some other stone. Possibly a few were made of blocks of ice. A larger house, perhaps the 
manor house, dominated the center of the village. This singular structure appeared to be constructed of 
white marble, but its outer shell shimmered and glowed as if it had been coated with a thin layer of ice 
or crystal. For it reflected the light of the stars themselves. 


Aldrian took a step forward. The ground before him began to shake. A loud rumbling resounded across 
the landscape. Hakom rushed forward, grabbed the Sage by his shoulders, and he pulled him back. A 
moment later, a fissure, two feet wide, opened up where the Sage had been standing. The fissure 
continued to grow in length and width. The snow in front of Aldrian began to race into the opening. 
Hakom, fearing that the old man would lose his footing and be swept into the crack, leapt back several 
feet with the helpless sage in tow. Peter and Colum had also elected to retreat back from the growing 
crack. The fissure continued to expand lengthwise as well, growing from its initial size of four feet to a 
final span of one hundred feet. In the space of a few seconds it had effectively become a barrier 
between the travelers and the strange village. 


No one said a word. They exchanged silent, awe-struck glances. A current of noise began to rise in the 


village itself. As it reached a crescendo of cacophony, a small assembly converged around the manor 
house. This gathering slowly grew as it marched from the manor house to the outskirts of the village. 
Peter started to count heads. He lost track after fifty. One man (if he was a man) seemed to lead this 
congregation. He approached Peter’s group from his end of the fissure. 


“Men of the Middle Kingdoms,” he began in Kendilean. “Why do you trespass upon our lands? Do you 
not know the ban imposed by the High Guardian, Lauradonna, on all humans and other shadow tainted 
races that transgress upon our holy islands? The penalty for your coming here is death. Behold the 
fissure that scars our once happy land because of your appearance. Now we must purify our land and a 
sacrifice will be required for its healing.” The lone speaker drew out from his white robes a silver 
sword of medium length with a curved blade. 


“Sheath your sword! We come on a mission of peace. We never meant to bring harm to your land or to 
your people. We merely seek passage through your estates, Good Sir. For we are seeking an audience 
with the Lady Lauradonna, and we are in great need of her counsel!” 


“You dare to blaspheme her name upon your lips, human dog! Why, I should cut...” 


“Wait, good Reeve! Hold your tongue. These must be the ones that Her Ladyship spoke of. See the 
great sign they have caused by their very appearance. They must be the ones required for the test.” An 
older figure had stepped out of the angry crowd, and he was approaching the good magistrate. 


The Reeve stopped in mid-sentence and he stared at the older one as if he was quite mad. Then he 
glanced across the fissure at the four lowly humans, staring down each in turn, until no one dared to 
meet his gaze. Finally he spoke. 


“Perhaps you are right, old Seer. Although I must admit, those who stand before me have a weak and 
sickly look about each of them. It is hard to believe that any of them could be a hero, a king, or even a 
mighty prophet. I see before me: a worn-out and sickly old man almost at the point of death; a naive 
young mendicant who probably could not pray or beg his way out of a fight; and a bewildered ox of a 
human who has to constantly think to remind himself to breathe. I probably own a beast of burden with 
a much higher intelligence than his. The last member of this motley crew is a spoiled, little noble brat 
who needs a change of clothing by the smell of him and a good whipping before he is put to bed 
without supper. However, if you think these are the ones who are foretold, then proceed with the test. If 
you are wrong, they will die and our land will be cleansed by their sacrifice. But if you are right, then 
we will have done as the Guardian commands.” 


Colum and the others were led around the perimeter of the village, now defined by the long fissure. The 
night was very clear, and the snow and the ice reflected the brilliance of the starlight. A sparkling carpet 
of hypnotic whiteness bedazzled the weary travelers who followed their guide across the ice fields of 
Nimir. Their trek brought them south to a series of foothills half concealed by the winter landscape. 
They stopped beside a cave entrance that was nearly buried by new fallen snow. A voice called out 
from the barely visible mouth of the cavern: 


“Who comes to disturb my centuries old sleep? Are they more miscreants or fools who seek to invade 
the terrain of the Guardians? No! I sense someone of importance outside. Yes. He has come for the 
testing. Bring forth the mendicant called Colum.” 


Colum, more than a little nervous, stepped forward. 


“Your beliefs are to be tested tonight, Mendicant of the Order of the Sun. We will see how strong is 
your dedication to nonviolence when your own life and those of your friends are threatened. Your 
challenge is to defeat me without drawing blood, to survive violence without resorting in kind to it. 


Give him the rope and the sword. We will see his expertise in their usage.” 


Colum received the coil of rope and the strangely curved sword from his guide. Then he took notice of 
the guide for the first time. The little man (or Avellarian) was stooped and had a wiry build. He wore a 
blue and white robe with a hood that concealed most of his face. He was reputed to be a seer, but no 
glimmer of light was reflected in his in his eyes. The shadow cast from his hood masked any 
expression on his face. 


“Remember your vows of obedience, dear Colum. You may use the sword, but not for violence. Go 
now, the rest of you.” 


And the others scattered rather quickly, as a mighty beast that walked on two legs appeared at the 
entrance to the cave. It stood twelve feet high and it weighed at least four hundred and fifty pounds. Its 
giant shadow was twice the length of Colum’s tiny form. It appeared, for all intent and purpose, to be a 
giant, white cave bear. And it was not friendly. 


“Run, Colum! Just don’t stand there!” Peter cried. Colum stood motionless, covered by the shadow of 
his adversary. The bear advanced on the frozen cleric. A moment later, its giant white paw sent the 
stunned mendicant flying through the air. He crashed into a pristine bank of snow. Colum sat up slowly, 
feeling a twinge of pain rush up and down his back. He was sitting behind a hard surface. 


“A tree!” He ran his hand against the bark, almost driving a splinter into his ring finger. “This is the 
edge of a small woods or grove. It is concealed under those blankets of snow and the dazzling ground 
reflecting upon it.” 


Colum rose to his feet as the bear growled out a challenge. He must head into the woods and lose this 
beast. The bear, roaring a mocking taunt, eagerly followed his prey. The others watched from a 
distance. Finally, the little guard broke their silence. 


“This is Colum’s fight, his test. You are not allowed to help or hinder him. Follow me.” He led them 
away from the cave into the cover of the hills. They climbed two hills and began a descent into a small 
valley. In the distance was a little shelter, half-obscured by the white trees surrounding it. The seer 
proceeded directly towards it. The rest followed, filled with a growing curiosity. For the moment 
Hakom and his friends had forgotten their weariness, their hunger, and their concern for Colum’s 
plight. The seer knocked on the door three times and called out something in a low voice. The words 
suggested he had spoken in an Avellarian dialect. Then he opened the door and vanished inside. The 
others cautiously entered after a moment’s hesitation. 


Aldrian, Hakom, and Peter found the seer sitting on a long wooden bench. Across from him, seated 
before a large white table, was an old Avellarian woman. She was dressed in a old gray robe. As the 
others entered, she hastened to rise. From the mantle of her fireplace she chose three silver goblets and 
placed them on the white table. Then she indicated where each of the three newcomers was to sit on the 
bench. Hakom was seated before the largest and the most ornate of the goblets. She bide them all to 
refresh themselves and to drink. To Hakom she said: 


“This pure water is drawn from the hot springs that run under our great land. Drink your fill. You will 
find it quite refreshing. Drain your cup as a courtesy to my house.” 


Hakom found that the spring water was very refreshing indeed. Obviously, she had added a flavoring to 
the drink similar to the spices that enhance the taste of certain wines. He felt overcome by a great thirst 
and drew back his cup, sorry to have drained it so quickly. But, to his surprise, the cup was still half 
full. He drank again now filled with a ravenous thirst. Once again he discovered that the goblet was 
only half-drained. For the better part of the next hour, he drank and drank until his bladder felt too full. 
He had to stop his lustful thirst or risk embarrassment to himself. 


“Can you not finish your drink, dear Hakom? You do not wish to offend the customs of my house, do 
you now? 


“Good Lady, I confess that I cannot drain this cup. Let the disgrace fall upon my shoulders alone, and 
not upon my companions.” He looked around to the amusement of his friends. Each of them had 
finished their drinks and looked as if they could drink more. 


Hakom was about to speak when a snow-white cat bounded upon the table. The surface of the table 
moved and the legs swayed, if only for a brief moment. 


“Please be a gentlemen and remove Genevieve from the table, Hakom. She is a distraction to our 
conversation.” 


Hakom reached out to gather the pesky feline in his arms. Like Colum, he had an affinity for animals, 
especially small frail ones. But she dug her claws into the table, and would not be moved. Hakom 
strained with all of his might, but the little creature did not budge from its spot. 


I must not be using the right leverage, or I am too weak from this long journey, he thought. 


While he tried a third time, the cat struck out with her right front paw. Three large rips appeared in the 
thick fabric of the cloak that covered Hakom’s left shoulder. Hakom stared down in horror at the 
damage done by the little pet. Finally, with a great show of exertion, Hakom grabbed the cat around her 
back and lifted her from the table. This effort threw him off balance and he fell backwards to the dirt 
floor. The tiny cat landed on its feet, of course. Aldrian took a good long look at Genevieve, employing 
his own gift of discernment. His eyes grew wide and his jaw dropped. Then he glanced at their hostess 
as he tried to repress his growing anxiety. 


“You must be a very weak man indeed, Hakom, if you cannot lift a single small object from a table. Or, 
all the men of your realm this puny and exhausted from the daily trials of their lives? I had once heard 
that you were a very strong and resourceful man. It seems that your reputation has preceded you.” She 
began to roll up the right sleeve of her dirty linen robe, as if she was offering a challenge. Hakom 
slowly began to rise from the floor and dust himself off. Peter looked over at his grandfather. He had 
never seen such a wide-eyed expression on his face before. Peter feared that Aldrian was about to do 
something foolish. Again. 


It is good that I am here on this journey to protect them, Peter thought to himself. Who else would save 
them from themselves? 


“You are an old woman. I do not wish to fight you over a cat. There is no honor in it. There is no 
disgrace in making an honest mistake.” 


“Perhaps you are afraid to lose. Your pride could not accept defeat at the hands of an old maiden and 
her little cat.” 


“Very well, Good Lady. As you wish. I will do anything I can to end this insistent babbling of yours.” 
Hakom braced himself on the table. He gripped the old lady’s hand firmly. Then he exerted his full 
strength against her frail arm. But, like her cat, Genevieve, the old woman could not be moved. Three 
times he pressed his weight, his full passion, and his will power against her own, and she would not 
budge. She set her full strength against his determination. Gradually, his arm began to move toward the 
table. Inexorably, her frail arm bore down against his endurance. Only the sheer force of his will power 
kept his arm from being pinned against the wood. The last of his wavering strength had left him 
minutes before. 


“Hakom, you do not know what you strive against,” Aldrian shouted. 


“Silence, noble Sage,” the Seer cried out. “This is his trial, his test of will. You must not interfere.” 


Aldrian replied by shooting an angry gaze back across the room, but he held his tongue. 
Hakom was about to surrender, to give in to defeat when she spoke: 


“Enough. You have suffered enough. I am not allowed to test you beyond the limits of your mortal 
capacity. I do not choose to recklessly break your arm or your will to prove my power. Arise. You have 
endured graciously and with forbearance to the end.” 


“You have injured what is left of my pride, Good Lady, if that is any comfort to you. You are the better 
wrestler, I humbly admit.” 


“That is some compliment coming from one such as you. Or perhaps I should refer to you as Janus as 
regards your true nature and your secrets, my liege,” she whispered in his ear. 


“Silence!” Hakom said to her in a quiet but menacing tone. “ I do not wish for them to know the truth 
as yet. I have barely grasped the full meaning of it myself. And I am dealing with its consequences,” He 
said almost in a whisper. 


“Well,” she proclaimed in a louder voice. “You have renounced your wounded pride and humbled 
yourself before all of us. That was the point of your test, Hakom. And you passed it admirably.” 


“Now, please tell us about the goblets and the cat and yourself, if you are allowed.” Peter inquired. 


“That is simplicity in itself. The goblet is the Cup of Generosity. It is always filled. It draws its liquid 
from the waters of our warm springs, which run underneath the island itself. At its low ebb, like the sea, 
it fills only half the goblet. But at full tide, the cup will be filled to the brim with warm, refreshing 
mineral water. But it will never overflow the brim. If the goblet is tipped or knocked over, only half of 
its contents will spill out. The other half remains in the goblet. 


“My pet, Genevieve, is no ordinary little kitten. She is a full-grown white mountain lion. She is four 
hundred pounds of temper and claws, as poor Hakom’s cloak may attest. Fortunately, she has a sweet 
disposition most of the time or she would have made short work of your manservant, Prince Peter. 


“And I, of course, am no ordinary woman.” She threw back her hood to reveal an Avellarian face of 
middle age. Streaks of gold and silver highlighted her light blond hair. She had high cheekbones carved 
into her delicate face, which was free of wrinkles, beauty marks or other deformities that usually plague 
the human race. In truth, she was beautiful and of an indeterminable age. 


“My strength,” she continued, “is the sum of all the strength drawn from my Avellarian friends in our 
village. You strove against the combined might of twenty Avellarian women and you were not 
completely defeated. We are impressed. Yet, your common sense told you when to quit, else you would 
have been permanently injured and you would have imperiled your quest. For your strength and your 
courage will be needed on the last day.” 


“Are you playing the part of prophetess, my dear? That is supposed to be my role in our village,” the 
old seer said. He pulled back his hood. The companions stared in horror at his deformed face. There 
were two empty sockets in place of his eyes. 


“Why do you stare? I do not need my eyes to see the truth. I can it in a man’s tone of voice, or how he 
stirs the air with the motion of his limbs. I am sensitive to the spiritual nature and the leanings of 
anyone whether he be man or Avellarai. My lack of physical sight enhances my other senses. It attunes 
my awareness to the emotional and the spiritual state of others. My blindness also protects me from the 
physical distractions that plague and disorient the rest of you.” 


Colum threaded his way through the narrow gap between the trees. He fled half-blinded by the glitter 


from the snowy carpet beneath his feet. These trees, hidden by the covering of new snow and their 
natural white bark, blended in perfectly with the colorless wilderness beyond. Once or twice, he almost 
ran into a tree, invisibly cloaked in this white terrain. The bear pursued him relentlessly, with a joyful 
air about him. He had never had a prey give him such an entertaining chase. He stood on his hind legs 
occasionally and he roared with pleasure. Colum hurried his pace, almost colliding with another tree 
again. Instead, he lost his balance and he slid on his backside for a few feet. The thin coat of snow was 
no comfort against the jagged layers of ice underneath. The mendicant slowly pulled himself up. He 
heard a low, grunting laugh not far behind him. 


“Ts that the best you can do, little man? If you are not more fleet of foot, I will have you and your 
friends for my breakfast.” 


That boast shocked Colum back to reality. He remembered that his success or failure would affect the 
fate of his friends as well as himself. He must think of a plan quickly before the bear’s enthusiasm for 
this chase wore thin. He ran back, as fast as he dared, to the old cave. 


“This will be an easy task,” the bear observed. “You are coming back with me to the feast.” 


Colum started to climb up the lower hills that led to the cavern. He sincerely prayed that the bear would 
not speed up its pursuit. After finally reaching the summit of a particular hill, he pulled out the sword 
given to him by the Seer. He began to tap the snow around his feet, hoping to hear a particular, hollow 
sound. The bear advanced up the hill, curious about Colum’s intentions. He discovered that the task of 
climbing up the hill was not as easy as he first imagined. For he slid back one foot for every two that he 
gained. Colum found the area that he sought. He began to dig furiously in that spot. He used his hands 
to scoop up and throw back the snow, like a dog digging up a lost bone. Colum dearly wished that he 
had been given a pickax and a shovel instead of this sword. As if to echo his thoughts, the bear 
commented behind him: 


“That sword will not help you, little one. Remember your heritage. You are still a brother of the Order 
of the Sun, an organization that is dedicated to healing and peace, not violence or bloodshed.” 


“Yes, I am well aware of that fact, my hairy predator. And so is at least half of the village behind us, if 
they have been listening to your loud and boastful voice.” Upon hearing this response, the bear laughed 
again, twice as boisterous as before. A distant rumbling began miles above them. 


The bear stopped his raucous revelry. Colum flung himself into the half finished, hastily dug hole. The 
rumbling grew substantially louder and longer. It was even heard in the village some miles to their 
west. The bear turned and dropped to all fours, hoping to outrun the coming avalanche and seek shelter 
in the safety of his old cave. But the cascading waves of snow, rocks and ice swallowed both predator 
and prey. 


The bear disappeared underneath the rushing mounds of snow and winter debris. Colum was buried in 
his unfinished sanctuary. For several minutes, he fought against the urge to panic. Then he struggled to 
break free of his icy gravesite. But the more he exerted himself, the deeper he sank into the loosely 
packed snow. Then he realized that he was standing on a depression on the layers of ice. The hill below 
him was partially hollow, and its roof was slowly collapsing in due to the weight of this recent 
avalanche. He tried to extract himself from this hole once more. His movement caused the surface 
below him to descend again by a few more feet. He was finally able to pull himself up to the top of his 
hole. A sparkling metal cross lay three feet beyond his reach. Carefully, he climbed out of the hole and 
he gingerly crawled across the surface of the snow to retrieve the blade from its resting-place. At the 
time he did not know why he felt it was important to reclaim the sword. Giving in to this urge, he 
tucked the blade back into his garments. Then he sat up and scanned the horizon for any sign of the 
bear. The creature was not in sight. Colum stood up and began moving forward, carefully testing the 


snow for any hidden depressions with the sword. He intended to make a slow trek down the hill and 
return to the village. 


There was an explosion of snow and ice less than twenty feet before him. A wet and angry twelve-foot 
beast shot up from the spot. Colum was so surprised by the bear’s appearance that he forgot to run. The 
bear advanced upon him. They were separated by less than ten feet. Colum suddenly burst ahead, 
racing for the cover of the depression. The bear, now on all fours, trailed closely behind him. Another 
rumbling sounded less than five feet beneath their feet. The roof of the hill below them began to spasm. 
The surface snow began to break up and to collapse beneath their feet. There was no sure footing as the 
ground itself performed a final dance of death. Layers of snow, ice, rock, bear, and cleric plunged into 
the center of the hill. 


Colum roused himself. His left arm hurt. Perhaps he had broken it. At the least, he was sure that he had 
pulled a few muscles. He tried to climb to his feet and found that he was pinned by rumble from the 
collapsed roof. The bear seemed worse for wear. His form was half buried under the rocky debris. 
Luckily, his head and one of his forepaws stuck out from the suffocating pile of rubble. Colum doubted 
that he could free the creature from the mound by himself. With much effort, he was able to free his 
legs from the constricting ruins of the cavern roof. He limped over to the bear. His former pursuer was 
unconscious, possibly even dead. A gentle shower of snowflakes continued to fall. The sparkling flakes 
partially obscured his vision and added to his feeling of disorientation. He looked around the desolation 
of the dark cave, trying to determine if he could safely climb out. 


He began to scale one of the broken walls, but he abandoned the attempt after taking a few steps. He 
had only managed to loosen more debris, which threatened to start another avalanche inside the cave. 
The sides of the remaining walls were too slick to ascend without the proper climbing gear. Colum 
began to search the interior of the cave, hoping to find another exit besides the steep and partially 
collapsed hole in the roof. He thought that he saw a recessed area on the west side of the cavern. Then 
he heard a roar behind him. 


The bear tried to free himself from the rocky prison. But he could not gain any leverage. The immense 
weight of stone and debris pinned his helpless hind legs. After three tries he collapsed, exhausted by the 
effort. He could not escape his dilemma. 


“Tt is no use, little brother. I am trapped. You have won. Now you must get help. I know that you cannot 
free me by your own efforts. Oh, I see that you have noticed that corner of the west wall. If you can 
manage to remove those fallen rocks, you will find a small, narrow tunnel leading outside.” 


“How do you know about that?” Colum asked as he advanced toward that portion of the wall. 


“T have explored all of the hills, nooks, and crannies of this valley. I have stashed away secret caches of 
food in each of the nearby caves. Keep digging. Use the sword that you were given to pry between 
those rocks. It has special qualities. And it was forged from an Avellarian metal that is harder and more 
durable than any of the soft, puny bronze weapons made by your race.” 


“But how...?” 


“Trust me, inquisitive one. Be silent for awhile and I shall tell you many things that will aid in your 
quest.” 


Colum returned to the village two hours later. He was pale and exhausted. He brought the residents to 
the collapsed hill and to the bear trapped inside. While the others worked to free the captive creature, 


the Reeve engaged in a longwinded and heated debate with Aldrian. 


“Your companion did not kill the bear, nor did he deliberately trap it. This was supposed to be a duel to 
the death. Both parties are still alive. It was but a stroke of luck that your mendicant survived and that 
he imprisoned his adversary. I would say that they must begin again, or you will forfeit the test and 
admit your failure.” 


“Who are you to make such a judgement? Only the Guardians or their appointed herald may announce 
the decision of our trials.” 


“Very well! As the Reeve of this village, I submit that you have failed and that you must be placed in 
my custody.” 


“Indeed! I shall submit to that if you can answer a simple riddle of mine. You are a most 
knowledgeable person and I am sure that you can deduce its answer.” 


“Yes, I will agree to that!” The Reeve said without a moment’s hesitation as his pompous form swelled 
with pride. For he was a very willful creature, who was quite use to following his own counsel. 


“What power exists that is not subject to the whims of fate or to destiny? Even the Guardians and the 
Spirit that animates and directs life has no control over this power.” 


“You speak of blasphemy, Sage! There is no power beyond the control of the Guardians and the 
Celestial King! All living things, both high-born and low, whether they are Avellarian or simple animals 
(yea, even puny mortals such as yourselves) are subject to the Creator’s will. There are some beings, 
such as the self-styled ‘Dark Lord’ and his menial servants, who rebel for a time. But time itself, as we 
of Avellarian blood measure it, is not that long, after all. Their rebellion will be brought to a final 
reckoning and all things will be restored to their proper place. Therefore, there is no power, or entity, or 
force that exists outside the influence and control of the Guardians and who they serve.” The Reeve 
concluded with an air of superiority. For he counted himself among part of the higher power that ruled 
his people. He saw himself as little less in importance than the Guardians themselves. 


“You are wrong, High Reeve. There is one power that is not controlled by Guardian or Creator, or even 
high destiny. And it is called free will. Every human and every Avellarian has this power, this gift to act 
upon his own without the direct influence or interference from the Higher Beings. And this gift of free 
will may even thwart the prophecies or the threads of destiny. And the Creator King would not have it 
otherwise.” 


“Do not preach to me, Sage! You sound like your cleric friend over there. I do not concede 
your point or to your logic. For your very presence here is literally a great scar upon the land.” And he 
pointed to the perimeter around the village. 


Colum and Peter were in a deep discussion about the same topic. Peter examined the sword 
with great scrutiny and then gave thought to the other dreams that he had experienced along his 
journey. Finally, he approached the southern end of the crevice. Then he began to chant in an ancient 
dialect. 


< Become aware of Thyself, O’ Great and Blessed Land! Rise from thy slumber and know 
thyself in fullness, purpose, and in glory. And with this knowledge, be healed! > 


Peter thrust the silver sword into the end of the crevice. A soft glow enveloped the sword 
from hilt to pointed blade. A sparkling light began to dance around the weapon. From this whirlwind of 
light arched two bolts of lightning. They touched the southern end of the fissure, weaving in and out of 
the crevice. Then they danced out in a continuous line along the fragmented ground. A great rumbling 
commenced underneath the surface. Suddenly the ground was in motion. Everyone was thrown off 


their feet by the movement of ice and earth, snow and buried soil. After reaching the northern end of 
the fissure, the twin bolts of pure light exploded into nothingness. 


When the villagers and the companions had regained their sight, they were amazed. There 
was no sign a break in the pristine landscape. The blanket of fallen snow was undisturbed, except for 
their footprints and the sword that faintly glowed now. Its light swiftly faded within the space of a few 
minutes. 


“T think that we should keep this sword in memory of our visit to your humble village, O’ 
Great Reeve.” Aldrian said in mock respect to the magistrate. “Unless, of course, you say otherwise, 
Milord.” 


“Oh, no. I have no objections. You may keep the sword,” he replied in a soft and humbled 
tone. He felt torn between awe and frustration in the wake of the lowly strangers’ words and deeds that 
night. 


“By the way, Peter, I believe that your accent was a bit off. And you used the feminine rather 
the masculine ending for a few of the words, especially ‘land’. 


“T am sorry, Grandfather. I shall try to do better next time.” 


“Tt does not matter. The result was acceptable, to say the very least. How did you know what 
to do? We never discussed the sword before.” 


“Oh, I had a dream some weeks ago about a land in the west that was healed by using a 
sword in such a similar fashion. And this is a mighty, spiritual land, Grandfather. It is blessed by the 
power of the Guardians and nurtured and protected by the love of its people, the descendents of the 
Avellarai. The real ability to heal is locked in the land itself and in its people. The silver sword appears 
to be only a normal weapon. I used it to awaken the true power, still sleeping in the depths of the land. 
Look at these people and their strange abilities: an older Avellarian woman who possesses the strength 
of twenty young, female warriors; a wise man named Ursel, who becomes a bear; and ordinary 
drinking cups and goblets that are continually filled with hot, refreshing water from an endless 
underground spring. Yes, Grandfather, this island must be an extension of the mystical, hidden realm 
that we seek. I only had to look inside myself to realize the truth about it. Colum’s new friend, Ursel, 
also told him much about this land.” 


“So that is what you were discussing while I haggled with the Reeve.” 
“By the way, Grandfather, I like this sword. Ursel told Colum that it is worthy of a prince.” 


“T believe it is, My Boy. Always use it as a prince would. Wield it with honor, justice, and, 
above all, mercy.” 


Chapter Sixteen: Sojourn to the Promised Land 


Tynam and Islisa arrived in the Bay of Ril Cilfach a few hours behind their quarry. They discovered 
that the shadow pirate had been rescued at sea by a passing Avellarian caravel and returned to 


Speculum Aelin. Once in that port, it had used the cover of the long winter darkness to steal a small, 
unsecured fishing vessel. No one had noticed the boat’s departure, but Tynam and Islisa both surmised 
that its destination might be the island of Nimir. 


Tynam was quickly impressed by Islisa’s skill as a sailor and a navigator. As they proceeded north, 
Islisa had to inch the fragile vessel between the treacherous ice floes that haunted these narrow waters. 
Often, there was barely a space the width of a sword’s blade between the frail wood and the crushing 
walls of ice. A loud scrapping noise sounded more a few times that night as the giant floating 
mountains softly caressed the tender hull of the workboat. On each occasion, the shrewd Avellarian 
sailor maneuvered her tiny dory past the icy jaws of death. Finally, on the second day since leaving the 
Snow Swan, they made landfall on the western side of Nimir. 


Islisa confidently walked through the wilderness of the island, while Tynam followed behind her, awe 
struck by the natural beauty of the landscape. She left him on the perimeter of the village to watch for 
signs of their enemy. She ventured towards the manor house to gather information about the 
companions and the progress of their quest, while Tynam continued his silent vigil. She returned to him 
after a seeming eternity had elapsed. Her shoulders were stooped and her face bore a saddened 
expression. Most of her news was encouraging. 


“The four companions had passed their tests successfully and no serious harm had befallen them or 
others around them. They had left the island but a day ago, and they would soon arrive on Issenlonde. 
Unfortunately, something evil had followed their winter trek. Two white deer had been slaughtered the 
night before. Apparently, a single assailant, wrapped in shadow, had killed the animals for sport, not for 
food. It had left a bloody message in the snow beside its victims: ‘The shadow and his master will be 
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coming soon for the Prince and his motley retinue’. 


“The village watch saw such a man with bloodied hands cross the ice fields and head towards the 
foothills in the West. Every Avellarian felt a tremor of repulsion as this shadow creature crossed by the 
perimeter of the village on its passage to the hills. As if the slaughter of the deer was not a great enough 
affront to my people, the shadow beast also killed a fisherman from the village and took his boat. The 
creature must have sailed from the western coast of Nimir shortly before dawn, if I can correctly put a 
time to dawn during these daylight hours of perpetual winter darkness.” 


“T think I understand. You seem to endure a continual night at this time of your year. It is a bad season 
to track a foe, even if one is familiar with the conditions of the weather and the terrain,” Tynam replied. 
“At least his lead has narrowed. With any amount of luck, we will overtake him before he encounters 
my good prince.” 


The two returned to their small craft. For the next two days and nights, she again proved her skill as a 
sailor and as a navigator. The winds had grown calmer as they approached the northernmost land of 
their world, but the temperature dropped considerably. At times, Tynam could not feel the oars between 
his hands as he rowed with growing weakness towards the North. His face, especially his ears and the 
tip of his nose, grew red and painful to the touch. Islisa feared that he might catch frostbite before their 
journey ended. She gave him vials of a hot, red liquid that burnt his throat. But it eased the pain in his 
lungs and his chest. He began to feel the weariness abate as the aching in his shoulders lessened. On the 
day that his strength had nearly returned, they came into a sea of mists and fogbanks. Muttering a string 
of silent prayers, Islisa continually guided their small craft into the shrouded waters, past the floating 
mountains of ice that lurked quietly within and that waited to greet them with a deadly caress. 
Navigating half-blindly through this maze of mortal ice, she avoided the encroaching ice floes as well. 
Thus they passed through the silent sentinels who guarded this hidden land. 


Suddenly, their field of vision cleared as the fog lifted. Some miles before them a massive land 
stretched across their horizon. It seemed to occupy the sea beyond and to block all passage through to 
other lands and waters. Giant glacier walls ringed the forbidden land. They searched for the better part 
of an hour trying to find an open harbor or a safe, ice-free passage into the land. But no ice-free 
estuaries appeared, nor were gaps between the ice caverns walls visibly evident from their 
vantagepoint. The island itself (if it was an island) seemed to be immense. It was easily the size of a 
small landmass. Before the ice walls lay sheets of frozen water, probably several feet thick. Therein 
was the great challenge: how to approach the great glacier walls without running aground on the 
treacherous ice fields? Occasionally, a great roaring sound would be heard, as large portions of ice 
would break off from the mammoth barrier shelves to crash into the frozen water below. Sometimes the 
impact would shatter a part of the crystal field temporarily, and the surviving remnants of the iceberg 
would drift out to sea. In a short time, the breach in the ice field would repair itself again, due to the 
falling winter temperature of the Arctic water and the freezing chill of the North winds. It was 
especially dangerous to sail a larger, tougher vessel into the opened waters of such a breach, since the 
ice floes would soon reform and quickly trap any ship anchored there for even a short span of hours. 


“At least you were able to navigate us through the thick fog banks that surround the land. More than 
once, thanks to your maneuvering skills and your sharp eyes, we avoided a collision with the newly 
formed icebergs that were all but concealed in those deadly mists,” Tynam complimented her. 


“T am mostly concerned with the great sea currents that surround the approach to this land. A great 
series of waves continually circle the perimeter of the island, driving cold, harsh winds and mile high 
tides against any vessels that enter its waters. It was not my ability to judge the variability of wind and 
sea that brought us to this point, but more likely my supplications to the Greater Powers that control 
such elements. But now we must find a way to penetrate this ice field or all is for naught.” 


A loud ‘caw’ broke through Islisa’s conversation with the soldier. On the horizon, barely visible against 
the endless darkness, a small white bird flew to the Northwest. Islisa’s keen sight tracked the progress 
of the bird. It led them through misty half-frozen waters and tempest winds, until it finally came to rest 
on an outcropping of barren rock. The passage to this rock was free of ice, though it was small and 
narrow. Only a tiny craft, piloted by an expert sailor could bring such a boat between the gap in the ice 
fields to safety. The white bird sat on its rocky perch with a quizzical expression. It seemed to say ‘why 
do you delay so long?’ 


Islisa and Tynam brought their vessel into the ice-free haven. The white bird watched their progress for 
a time, then it flew to a higher rock as they approached its perch. Tynam stepped from the boat onto a 
barren spot. He began to secure the vessel to part of the rocky outcropping. Islisa stepped out of the 
boat and then let out a scream as she fell. She clutched her right leg tightly as pain shot up from the 
bottom of her foot. 


“T twisted my ankle when I slipped on that icy rock. I don’t think that it is the Guardians’ intentions that 
I should follow you on this quest.” 


“But you can’t sail back to Loslonde or Nimir alone. We didn’t bring enough supplies for an extended 
sea voyage,” Tynam protested. 


“T cannot stay anchored here in the open. Though I may be a full-blooded Avellarian, I am not immune 
to exposure in this climate. And if the boat is left out here, it will soon be encased in ice and snow.” 


“Or it will be eventually crushed by boulders and falling debris. Perhaps we can find a shelter for you.” 


The bird cawed again and it flew up several feet above the exposed cliff face. Tynam, outfitted with 
rope and pick ax, followed him. There he found a small recess in the rock face, which led to a small 
cave. It was not too deep or wide, but it would provide adequate shelter against the weather. He 


lowered a rope to Islisa, who tied it to their dory. Afterwards, he helped her to climb up to the recessed 
area. Then he hauled the workboat up the cliff face and secured it in the cave. While he was 
preoccupied with this task, Islisa made a discovery in the cave. She noticed something in the back of 
their small shelter. 


“Look, Tynam. Here are the remains of a small campfire. The embers are still warm. And the 
snow has been swept from the floor of the cavern recently.” 


“Our quarry must be not too far away. Broken fishing poles, metal hooks, and part of a 
woven net are scattered along the back of the floor. This is part of the property that once belonged to 
the murdered Avellarian fisherman.” 


Tynam assaulted the exposed cliff wall with pick ax and rope. His winged friend 
accompanied him, always keeping a few feet above the slower, climbing human. The soldier found a 
trail of previously cut footholds and secured stakes driven into the cliff face. This is too easy, he 
thought. Perhaps it left this climbing path as a lure to bring Peter and the others into a trap. For the 
better part of an hour, Tynam ascended the cliff. At the end of the climb, he stood before a snow white 
plateau, pristine and unblemished. It seemed to extend for miles until it finally blended into the white 
horizon beyond. He started forward. Then he noticed a single trail of footprints running across the 
winter carpet to the West. He closely examined a set of the tracks and he saw drops of blood lying 
inside the crushed snow prints. 


The trail disappeared into the white dunes of drifting snow in the Far West. The bird flew 
ahead, scouting out the terrain. Sometimes Tynam lost track of the albino speck, almost invisible 
against the winter sky. For the snowstorms had returned again, and Tynam field of visibility was 
reduced to a few feet against the white horizon and the curtain of falling snow. Then he thought that he 
saw the bird circle in flight and veer off to the East. Another form swooped down from the clouds and 
followed behind his little guide. Hunting ‘screech’ echoed through the hills as the black falcon pursued 
the smaller bird. 


Tynam watched helplessly as the predator gained on his defenseless prey. He was almost 
certain that the falcon was beyond the range of his bow now. Soon he lost sight of the pursuit in the 
obscuring storm. Tynam quickly followed the faint trail, soon to be buried in the relentless snowfall. By 
this time, he had entered the ever-shifting piles of snow. Then the trail came to an unexpected end. 
Tynam immediately suspected a trap. His foot pushed against a noose of rope buried an inch in the 
snow. He threw himself flat as a harpoon shot through the air. The spearhead cut through the left 
shoulder of his outer tunic. 


If I had been standing still, that harpoon would have pierced my left leg, he thought. 


Then he arose and he cautiously moved forward. The snow before him began to collapse into 
a pit. Tynam jumped backwards, fearing that even this reaction was a mistake. The ground behind him 
also began to move. Tynam jumped to his right as the second pit appeared. It was lined on the bottom 
with sharpened wooden staves. Expecting an attack from any side now, Tynam stood his ground and he 
drew out his dagger. A voice broke through the silence of the softly falling snow. 


“Congratulations, soldier of Kendil. You have sensed and evaded all of my traps. Except for 
the most obvious one, of course. You see, Peter was my intended victim. You are the one tainted by my 
shadow, and it is your blood that is required for my ritual.” 


The form of a man, almost entirely encased in shadow, emerged from behind a large snow 


dune. In his hand was a finely sharpened knife, originally intended for cleaning fish. His skin was pale 
now and his body bore the look of exhaustion, as if it had been pushed past the limits of a normal man. 
Tynam knew full well the effects of a shadow possessing another. The shadow would give this evil 
pirate great strength and the ability to endure great pain as well as the ravaging torments inflicted by 
the winter climate. And the pirate had willingly given himself over in order to gain such power. Tynam, 
on the other hand, had been weaker when he was possessed by the shadow, for he had tried to resist its 
control for much of the time. Still a price would soon be paid for complying with the darkness. That 
mortal body would burn out very shortly from the accumulated strain of possession and deprivation. 
Very soon he hoped. 


On the third day since their departure from Nimir, the crew of the White Albatross 
encountered a wall of fog blocking their passage. Captain Mordwy knew of the dangers hidden behind 
this screen of mists. He had seen before the mile high mountains of ice that tower over fragile crafts of 
slender wood and thin canvas like his vessel. He had sailed under the shadows of these glistening giants 
many times. And he remembered old friends who had been too daring or too overconfident in their own 
skills to pilot through these silent, deadly waters. Many of his old shipmates drown in the icy grip of 
this hungry sea. Others had survived to endure long days of crippled solitude and regret for their rash 
acts of stupidity. One could not be too cautious or too bold as he sailed through this sea of obscurity 
and impending death. 


After enduring three long hours of anticipated doom, they safely sailed through the barriers of 
mist. Mammoth sentinels of snow and ice greeted their arrival. Some of these seemed to touch the sky 
as they began to encircle the ship with an implied challenge. Peter had never seen such magnificent 
giants. He felt as if he were floating past a white mountain range of crystalline peaks. The White 
Albatross continued to sail through this pristine valley of sparkling water and tall, white towers. 
Fragments of broken ice floes and solitary ice reminded the prince of the golden meadows of Evergreen 
Vale and its unique flowers. 


As the good captain guided his dwarf vessel through these perils, a white and silver landmass 
began to glow in the distance. Before, the winds had been very calm. Now they began to build in up in 
speed and strength. The free water, not impaired by its icy prison, started to respond as well. Waves 
began to pound the hull with rapidity and increasing fury. Captain Mordwy repressed a slight tremor. 
He recalled that often, during these sudden cold squalls, a ship’s canvas sail and its rigging would 
become quickly coated in ice and sleet. Timbers would weaken and threaten to collapse, and hulls 
would squeal in response to cracking wood and pressure from the crushing ice below, or from the 
weight of accumulated snow and ice on the slippery decks. And the ice floes below were the silent 
killers, waiting to surround the helpless ship’s hull and to crush it in the freezing waters. 


Occasionally, everyone would be startled by explosions in the distance. They reminded 
Colum of the sounds made by the fire catapults on the pirate ships or the loud, experimental fireworks 
that Aldrian labored to perfect. But these explosions seemed to be much more powerful in comparison. 
Eventually, the good captain explained that large mountains of ice and snow would periodically break 
away from the cliff faces and they would crash onto the frozen seawater to become part of that deadly 
army of sentinels now drifting beside them. The captain was too preoccupied to offer further comment. 
He was looking for a passage through the broken fields of ice. At some point soon, he must anchor his 
caravel and lower the small boat. His four passengers could make their approach to the mainland in that 
craft, traveling through the narrow rings of the ice fields ahead to land on the pack ice beyond. A larger 
ship such as his would become trapped and eventually crushed by the dangerous ice if it attempted to 


make landfall. 


And so, he put them adrift in a small dingy, aptly named ‘the Snowbird’, with provisions for a 
five day journey. Hakom and Colum, with great difficulty, negotiated the confining passage through the 
winter debris of the successive ice fields. Finally, the weary travelers dragged their dinghy to the safety 
of the pack ice. Aldrian was surprised to discover that the ice and snow, compacted by years of 
uninterrupted accumulation, was four to five feet in thickness. It easily supported their weight. Then he 
looked into the face of their next challenge. Before them towered a glacier cliff which seemed to extend 
into the very heavens. From their perspective, it continued upward to disappear into the gray-white 
clouds which now dominated the horizon. 


“T don’t suppose that we could find another staircase to the summit,” Hakom causally 
remarked. 


“T doubt that the Guardians would make it that easy for us,” Aldrian replied. 


Nevertheless, they unpacked their climbing gear and they began the ascent. A gentle snowfall 
commenced as they scaled the first few feet. This further obscured their view of the summit. Soon, 
Hakom, the lead climber, could not see more than a few feet above him. In reality, the wall that they 
scaled was only one hundred and fifty feet in height. But it took them the better part of three hours to 
reach the midway point in their climb. At last, they paused to rest in a narrow alcove that was barely 
more than seventy feet up the cliff face. Peter promptly stumbled to the back of the alcove and he lay 
down. Immediately, he fell into a deep sleep. 


In his dream, Peter imagined himself alone on the summit of the mountain. A blurred figure 
crawled on four legs before him. As it neared, the shape resolved itself into the form of a beautiful 
white wolf with blue eyes. It sat before him. Then it spoke. 


“You have but four days to complete your quest. You must travel toward a distant mountain 
range, crossing over a vast icy plain and avoiding deep crevices. You will encounter snow blindness, 
illusionary terrain, and hidden pits and deep glacier lakes. At last, under the shadow of the true 
mountain, you will find a beautiful valley. Search for a white tent, trimmed in gold and silver. There 
you will find the beginnings to the answers that you seek. But you must not be late. At least three of 
you must enter the tent together. Those who are late may suffer for their tardiness. And there is but one 
more test for the chosen one. He must be true to himself and to his convictions.” 


“And the test? What is it?” Peter asked anxiously. 


“That is all that I can tell you for now.” The wolf turned and lumbered off into the misty 
background. For a second, Peter imagined that the wolf retreated into a tent similar to the one he 
described. Then the prince awoke. 


“Peter! Peter!” Hakom said softly, gently shaking the boy. “You may freeze to death if you 
stay here much longer. Rouse yourself. Walk around. Move your muscles. You have been sleeping for 
two hours and you feel very cold to the touch.” 


Peter slowly came to his senses. He recounted to his companions all that he could remember 
of his dream. Then he picked up his gear as his friends discussed the dream and its possible meanings. 


For the next three hours, the four scaled up the rest of the cliff face. Each foothold was harder 
to dig than the one before it. The surface of the icy cliff seemed to be thicker and less yielding to the 


blows from their pick axes and their stakes as they continued their ascent. Even the slickness of its icy 
coat appeared to increase as they approached the summit. After three and one half-hours, they arrived at 
the top of the glacier wall. Before them stretched a vast, lifeless, ice covered plain. It did not lie 
perfectly flat. Rather, it sloped to their west. The sky above now appeared to be of a milky white 
texture. There was no clear horizon line to distinguish between land and sky. Off to the left about one 
hundred yards or more, was a small pile of hills or snow dunes. Aldrian and Peter realized, with a 
sickening feeling that must be the mountain range, which appeared to be so far away. How long would 
it take to reach the mountains? Only three nights and three days remained. If they tried to force-march, 
they might soon drop in their tracks from exhaustion and exposure to the elements. 


They repacked their climbing gear and trundled on for two more hours. The mountain seemed 
to grow no larger as they approached. Perhaps it is a trick of the light, the old sage thought. What little 
amount of light can be seen through the milky white cloud cover, that is. The light is reflected from the 
surface to the sky like a mirror. Of course, he realized. Every object will seem closer than it really is. 
Then the mountain is even further away than it seems according to our eyes. Perhaps I had better not 
mention it to the others. Morale is low enough, at the present time. 


Finally, Peter, the weakest in the party dropped to his knees. In a loud voice, he pleaded: 
< Lauradonna, esta bella sin comparara, ducere noster cursus por esto noche. > 
“Lauradonna, beautiful lady without equal, guide our way through this night.” 


“Peter! It is very dangerous to call upon the higher powers without knowledge of the 
consequences of one’s actions,” Colum rebuked. “You do not know what you do, or what price might 
be required for your foolish invocation!” 


“T don’t care! I’m hungry and tired and cold! And I want to go home. I’m tired of this stupid 
quest and its political outcome. We have helped other people along our way. Now, is it not the turn of 
the Greater Powers to help us?” 


“Only if we ask them gently and with respect and reverence for their status in the world. We 
should not demand help and guidance as if we are no better than spoiled eight year old children.” 


“But I am a spoiled ten year old child who is hungry and cold and at the end of my rope quite 
literally.” 


“Very well,” Aldrian said. “We will pitch a tent here and take a few hours of rest. Peter, you 
will take the last watch before we depart again. Good night, Sweet Prince.” 


And so they pitched their tents on the top of the glacier ice, unaware of its ancient history or 
the extent of its depth or its length. All they knew for certain was that it sloped down endlessly and it 
was very slippery in most places. They had learned from experience that the reflected light from snow 
to sky could easily deceive one with illusions of no footprints where one set was moments before. Even 
companions could appear to vanish before one’s eyes, then return in full view some moments 
afterward. 


Nothing bothered their rest. Neither evil specters of sins from the forgotten past nor good 
omens that announced their rescue from this frozen nightmare appeared in their dreams this time. The 
clouds began to break up as the four companions ate a small meal from their diminishing store of 
rations. As they left the shelter of the cold tent, an awesome sight greeted the company. The clearing 
sky had taken on the color of a deep blue hue. Across its horizon arched a pure white semi-circle of 
light. 


“A white rainbow! There appear to be no gentle colors or varying shades of hue. I guess this 


? 


is another trick of the light in this white wilderness!” Aldrian remarked. 


“Maybe it is a blessing or a sign of encouragement to travel on,” Colum exclaimed. “You 
asked for a sign earlier, Peter. Perhaps this is your answer.” 


“Well, be careful what you pray for, my young prince. You may not like the price attached to 
it,” the usually silent Hakom growled out to the surprise of everyone. 


The journey continued on to the small mountain. The day (if it was day) grew colder as the 
winds picked up and the clouds returned. The white rainbow faded shortly thereafter. Aldrian looked at 
his tracks in the snow. Then he noticed something he thought remarkable. 


“Look, all of you! While the sun was out in its full glory, we cast shadows of some length on 
the snowy ground. Now that the sunlight is retreating again, our shadows rapidly wane and decline. 
Soon they will vanish into the nothingness of this white wasteland.” 


Hakom looked at the shadow he cast. It was shrinking even as he studied it. Certainly it was 
not like the strange one that had attached itself to his friend, Tynam. He felt relieved for a spell. 


On the second night since their arrival, the cloud cover was complete again. “The White 
Darkness’, as Aldrian had named it, had descended upon the land once more. Members of the party 
found it increasingly difficult to move across the terrain now. The white landscape was so undefined by 
the lack of shadows that all perspective was lost in the ‘whiteout’. It was impossible to estimate the 
shape, contours, size, or the distance of any object in the absorbing whiteness. Everyone in the party 
stumbled across the winter landscape like drunkards because their feet could not estimate the position 
of the ice and snow underneath them. Walking through this wilderness was an exhausting experience. 
Even their tracks vanished in the snow, and one could not follow the other by the invisible trail of his 
passage. Their only reality was the whiteness. Their world was now without definition or substance. 


And yet, even the white light that haunted and deceived them also wrought unexpected 
phenomena. As the temperature continually dropped and each of them began to see his own breath, he 
realized that he was exhaling a rainbow. The ice crystals in the air diffused the light around their breath, 
creating small, circular rainbows of varying hues and intensity. Aldrian could not explain this effect. 
Colum, of course, attributed it to the work of a higher power. 


Aldrian, for his part, was thankful not to a higher power, but to the person with enough 
hindsight to pack plenty of rope for this journey. Without the lifeline of tough hemp tied to each of their 
waists, the companions would have become separated and lost to one another in the increasing whiteout 
earlier that night. What little progress they made during those hours in the white darkness was due to 
the ropes that united their wandering. 


On one occasion the following day, the tightly woven cord preserved a life. Hakom was in 
the lead, crossing the perimeter of a frozen glacier lake. He presumed that the ice would be thickest 
near the edge of the expansive pond, probably several feet deep. But the Arctic light can play strange 
tricks on the eyes and on the mind. He saw a cluster of snowdrifts to his right and beneath his feet. In 
reality, these were but reflections of accumulated snowdrifts several hundred feet away. He led the 
company onto the weak center of the lake. The reflected light made the icy coating appear several feet 
deep, rather than a few inches in thickness. To his surprise, he plummeted three feet into the freezing 
waters below. Stunned by the sudden betrayal of the ice, he did not struggle or founder in the deadly 
pool. Aldrian realized what had occurred and ordered the others to lie down slowly on the surface of 
the lake. Once everyone was lying prone, they began to pull the nearly frozen Hakom to the surface. 
Then the company retreated cautiously from the area of the illusionary ice pond. This delay cost them 
several hours as they had to circle around the true perimeter of the thin ice lake after thawing out poor, 
tired Hakom and his wet clothes. It also cost them the greater part of their firewood to ensure his 


warmth and safety. Luckily, he had an extra change of clothes. But they were not as thick as his wet, fur 
lined cloak. 


The incline deepened sharply down as they left the treacherous illusionary ice-lake behind. 
They had to be careful not to advance too quickly down the sloping plain. Otherwise, they might roll 
down into a solid wall of ice or into some other obstruction hidden in the white blindness. But as the 
descent continued, Peter and Aldrian noticed a gradual shift in the color of the distant horizon. Before 
them a pale blue dot of light appeared in the foreground. And the light seemed to lead to a valley far 
below. The range of mountains, of course, was still looming far behind the nearby low valley. As the 
members of the company continued their approach to the white vale, the pale light became clearer and 
more radiant. It was soon all encompassing. It appeared to be the bluest light that their eyes had ever 
experienced. While they traveled through this valley, the effects of the white darkness were negated 
temporarily. In this cold vale, filled with snowdrifts and strange ice sculptures that had been created by 
the effects of wind erosion and accumulated winter debris, one could see for miles away. Its another 
trick of the light, Aldrian surmised. These are illusions of images that might or might not even exist in 
the far distance. 


Peter suddenly cried out, for he thought that he had glimpsed a tent similar to the one in his 
dream. From here it appeared to be only a short distance away, perhaps but a half-day’s march. Aldrian 
reminded him that the wolf in his dream had mentioned false illusions and false terrain that were meant 
to test the unwary and the unworthy. And the light here played tricks on the mind and the body, as 
Hakom had learned to his regret. But Peter did not seem to be listening. For he had seen something else 
in the vicinity of the tent. But he said nothing to anyone. Nor did he mention the name of Tynam. 


Tynam dared not take his eyes off the shadow creature standing directly before him. He 
suspected that one last trap was about to be sprung, but he could not afford to look around for its 
location. Then he noticed that the shadow was beginning to lengthen, drawing itself away from the 
pirate and slowly approaching its former host. He looked on in horror as two ink black arms crawled 
out across the snow to embrace the little shadow that his body cast on the lily-white terrain. The pirate 
turned around and plunged his arms into the snowdrift directly behind him. Tynam, distracted by the 
shadow play, failed to notice the weighted fishing net arching across the distance between them. 
Reacting too late, he tried to dodge the woven trap that descended upon him. He threw himself 
backwards and he fell into the first pit as the net wrapped itself around him. 


A sharp pain stabbed through his lower back as he landed. Tynam realized that the broken 
shaft of a single spear lay concealed on the bottom of this pit. A small pool of liquid began to form 
beneath him. As he lay there helpless, it ran down the length of his legs. A few minutes later, a voice 
cried out. 


“Your pain will not last for long, my friend. The tip of that spear is coated with a paralysis 
drug, very potent and deadly. 


Your arms and your legs will become numb first. Then you will pass out a short time later. I thought 
that you might like to know that as you slowly bleed to death.” 


The pirate watched Tynam’s body writhe in the pit for a few minutes. Then he knelt down. 
He began to draw a circle of arcane symbols in the snow. Finishing his task, he returned to the edge of 
the pit. Tynam’s form lay still in the hole. A large pool of red liquid outlined his body. The shadow 
creature, satisfied with the effects of his poison, descended into the pit to retrieve his victim. 


He placed the soldier in the center of the circle. He knelt over it and began to free it from the 
net. To his surprise, he felt a sharp stab of pain as Tynam’s dagger plunged into his heart. His own 
blood began to drip upon the strange, ancient symbols that adorned the mysterious circle. A soft 
rumbling was heard as Tynam’s blood seeped into the ground, staining the virgin snow as well. Tynam 
stabbed the shadow beast two more times. His exertions to kill this creature caused Tynam to bleed 
now more profusely, and the once white circle was fully stained crimson red with his unintended 
sacrifice. Slowly Tynam raised himself to his feet, sheathed his dark colored blade and began to gather 
up his bow and quiver of scattered arrows. Over half of them had been broken in the struggle. 


The soldier bound up his wounds with strips of torn from his ruined cloak, but he could not 
stanch the bleeding for long. His legs felt numb as he used his bow as a walking staff to leave this 
accursed trap. The ground shook for a minute or two as he descended the hill. Darkness began to 
obscure his vision. 


Behind Tynam, the corpse of the pirate lay motionless in the circle. A shadow separated itself 
from the useless body, and it began to follow the red trail that led down the hill. The ground began to 
tremble again, but ever so softly now, as if something was beginning to stir below its surface. 


Tynam staggered forward from snowdrift to snowdrift, without a direction or a purpose. He 
prayed for a sign, but he despaired of an answer. For he half-feared that he had not stopped the ritual, 
but had inadvertently completed it instead. As the effects of the poison stole away his sight, and his 
arms and legs succumbed to numbness, the soldier heard a familiar sound above him. Though now 
totally blinded by the whiteout and the poison, Tynam could still trudge along in the general direction 
of the ‘cawing’. He was not aware of the line of inky shadow slowly stalking his trail. Nor could he see 
the white bird circling above him. 


Finally exhausted by his trek and near the point of death, Tynam collapsed into a snowdrift. 
He was less than fifty feet away from a tent striped in silver and gold. The shadow crept towards his 
form and the small bird fled away, as if in fear of the approaching evil. 


Somewhere in the realms of unending misery, a dark figure sat upon his ebony throne and his 
cruel laughter filled the night. Soon his time would come, and the dawn would yield at last to eternal 
darkness and revenge. 


The four companions made camp again in the shelter of the blue valley. It was the third night 
of their stay in this forsaken land. The clarity of the light in the valley allowed Aldrian to examine their 
surroundings more closely. He was glad for the presence of the light, which allowed them to see the 
sharp, deadly ice rifts underneath their feet and the strangely wrought ice sculptures, which would 
easily impale them during their sojourn through the valley. Two separate sheets of ice had crossed 
through the valley in millennia past and carved out this land, forming the uneven, perilous rifts as they 
overlapped then melded together. Snowfall from accumulated years of winter and roaring winds, which 
constantly whip through this vale, finished these magnificent works of art. 


As they moved out of the valley proper, the phenomena of the blue valley began to recede, 
and the white darkness returned once more. Now they were faced with another plain of whiteness. But 
this one sloped up. The land and the horizon were one again, as they commenced the difficult, invisible 
climb up. At the end of the fourth day, they completed their ascent. So far they had encountered neither 
animal or plant or tree, or any evidence of life in this land. Before them lay yet another plain of snow 
and polished ice. A range of mountains dominated the background. Somewhere, under one of those 
mountains was a tent, their final destination. They must choose the correct mountain. But how could 


they decide? 


Luckily, the cloud cover was breaking up again. Hakom and Aldrian decided to keep 
marching toward the mountain range that night. They wanted to take advantage of the clearing skies 
and the landscape, now partially defined by moonlight and starlight. They planned to rest when the 
light began to fade. And so, they marched on again for two more hours before near exhaustion forced 
them to halt. Aldrian and Peter could not keep up the pace set by Hakom and Colum. And the prince 
seemed very preoccupied by some matter. But he would not speak of it when pressed by the others. 


On the morning of the fifth day, they arose late. Aldrian knew that they must decide which 
direction to choose now, which mountain to approach before the time limit expired. But he could not 
reason out which was the right choice. Hakom pointed out that heading toward the center of the range 
might be the easiest choice since it would buy them time before a final decision must be made. Colum 
set a few yards apart from the rest, presumably in a meditative trance. Peter also stood aside from the 
other two, looking off at the distant range. 


A screeching sound suddenly interrupted the debate between Aldrian and Hakom. Twelve feet 
above them in the bright sunlight, two winged creatures circled and careened One was a great predator, 
a red winged hawk with bloodied talons. The other was a wounded white pigeon, barely able to dodge 
its pursuer’s attacks. Hakom and Aldrian just stared at the duel in the air. Surprisingly, the usually 
nonviolent Colum took the initiative. He began to pelt the aggressive bird with a barrage of hastily 
packed snowballs. 


The hawk broke off its attack. Then it circled around the head of its new adversary. Hakom 
drew out his long knife. Aldrian grasp his quarterstaff and shouted threats at the bird. Peter unsheathed 
his silver sword and struck a defensive pose. The predatory bird must have given a second thought to 
attacking, for it flew away. The pigeon, though badly bloodied and tired, circled twice around Colum’s 
head before landing on his outstretched right arm. 


“T believe this is the sign that I silently requested,” he stated in a gentle tone. 


The pigeon seemed tame enough for a creature of the wilderness. It allowed Colum to clean 
off the blood and to tend to its wounds with little struggle or protest. At first, Colum thought that it had 
suffered a broken wing. But, to his surprise, it circled his head twice and flew off once the mendicant 
had treated the bird to the best of his ability. Colum watched as it flew directly South toward the 
smallest mountain in the range. 


“That must be the one we seek,” he said. No one challenged this assertion, not even usually 
argumentative Sage. 


The company marched on to the Southwest. The wind began to build in intensity as they 
approached the smaller foothills before the great mountains. Snow demons, small whirlwinds of ice and 
snow, bedeviled the vision of the company as they trekked across the wilderness. The sun continued to 
shine that afternoon despite the intense winds and occasional snowfall. In spite of everything, Colum 
managed to keep track of the small white dot on the horizon. It served as both their herald and their 
guide in the mendicant’s eyes. As late afternoon began to give way to early evening, and light faded 
before the coming of night, the last mountain came into view. A small structure lay at the precise center 
of its base. Above, the small dot circled the triangular shape three times. Then it landed on the pinnacle 
of the structure. Before the mountain and the triangle lay one more field of ice and snow. A few dark 
lines ran the length of the winter field, some wide and others more narrow. The sun began its final 
descent on the horizon. The last fading beams of sunlight struck the mountainside, casting a large 
shadow onto the icy plain. Explosion followed explosion as the shadow swept across the white 


landscape. New crevices and cracks appeared in the pristine terrain. One of these crevices, nearly a 
hundred feet in length, sped directly toward the four companions. Most of the party were able to dodge 
out of the path of the ever-widening cracks. The sage was not so dexterous. The snow before him began 
to flow directly down into the growing crevice. Like a powerful current of water, it started to drag his 
feet and ankles toward the deepening blackness. He lost his balance and began to descend, feet first, 
into the hungry void that beckoned before him. Only his lifeline, the taunt Avellarian hemp, and 
Hakom’s strong arms prevented his disappearance into the abyss. The mighty ex-dishwasher and his 
apprentice barely were able to pull Aldrian from the black pit before the crevice started to close again. 
By the time that Aldrian had recovered his breath and regained his composure, the huge crack was 
nearly sealed again. 


“T am not sure how deep that crevice ran. I am grateful that I did not find out from personal 
experience.” No one replied to the Sage’s comment. 


A single ‘clang’ split the silence of that evening. 


“A bell! We are being summoned to the tent some yards before us! We must hurry before 
night falls,’ Colum exclaimed. 


A second ‘clang’ rang out as they headed in the direction of the tent. The sky began to cloud 
up again as sunlight yielded its place to moonlight. The intensity of the light snowfall increased as the 
company tried to negotiate the remaining cracks that impeded their path across the winter plain. 
Drifting snow and new snow whirlwinds impaired their vision once again. 


“Only a few more yards further, Peter,” the sage jubilantly proclaimed, as he turned toward 
his grandson, the last in line. It was then that Aldrian realized he had lost sight of the prince in the 
decreasing visibility of the storm. He jerked on the rope that joined their waists, and it hung loose in his 
hands. With a shock of dismay, he cried out: 


“Peter! Peter! Where are you? Are you all right?” A snowdrift suddenly blew between the 
old sage and the end of the dangling rope. “Peter! Where are you? Can you hear me?” 


“Grandfather! I can barely hear you over the roar of this storm! I can’t see you between these 
drifts. Wait! I think I see someone else in this blizzard.” For Peter had found a body lying partially 
concealed in a dissipating snowdrift. The figure appeared half frozen and injured to the point of death. 
He awoke as Peter brushed the snow from his face. He spoke in a weak and trembling voice: 


“My Prince! Forgive me! I have failed you! I only meant to save you and the others. But I 
have broken my vow to you and I have sacrificed my life in vain. My blood was used in some manner 
of foul, summoning ritual. Leave me. Your very life is in danger while you are near me.” 


“No. You are a good and trustworthy friend. You have proven your worth to me many times 
over. You have become more important to me than some members of my own family, and I value you 
more than the haughty princes of neighboring realms. I shall not abandon you to die on the doorsteps of 
our rescue.” Peter cradled the head of the repentant soldier in his arms. 


A third ‘clang’ pierced through the chaos of the howling storm. 


“Peter! We must leave now! The tent is nearby, but our time limit is almost expired.” Colum 
tried to urge the lost prince to come towards them. They could barely hear his voice above the fury of 
the winds, but they had no idea of his location among the rolling drifts. Their visibility was limited to a 
few feet at best. 


“Go without me. I must tend to Tynam’s wounds now, or he will die. You only need three of 
the company to enter the tent on time. I shall be along with him shortly.” 


“Curse that boy and his adamant will! Can’t he see beyond his own petty needs for once? We 
need to go back there and drag him, kicking and screaming, to the safety of the tent!”” Hakom said, in 
the tone of an angry father punishing his truant son 


“T can’t see him in the fury of this storm. We could be out here for hours, wandering around 
in search of Peter. And he might only be mere feet away. Let us enter the tent now and seek help to 
rescue him,” Colum remarked. 


Hakom was loath to agree to abandon Peter, but he knew that even he could not locate the 
missing prince in the growing power of this blinding storm. 


Peter bound the soldier’s wounds as best he could. The intense cold and freezing 
temperatures kept him from bleeding to death. But exposure to the cold threatened to kill him. Peter 
brought Tynam to his feet, allowing the semi-conscious man to use him as a crutch. As he looked down, 
Peter noticed the length of the shadow beneath Tynam’s feet. No ordinary shadow could be cast that 
long now that the sun had set and the storm clouds had blocked any vestige of moonlight or starlight. 
The prince cast no shadow himself. Then he remembered the warning: 


“No evil dwells within the blessed land. Whatever evil exists, it is brought within the soul of 
a man. It lies like a shadow across his heart, waiting to spring forth and poison everything in its path.” 


Nonetheless, Tynam was an injured man, literally at death’s door now. He was entitled as 
much as any creature to a final chance for life and redemption for past sins. But how could be find the 
entrance to the tent now? Visibility was reduced to mere inches in this storm. He could barely see his 
own hands. The landscape had reverted to a condition of white darkness again. Then he heard a gentle 
‘cooing’, which pierced through the screaming winds. He followed the beckoning call to a medium 
sized tent. It was marked as he remembered in the dream with stripes of silver and gold. 


Chapter Seventeen: Fire and Ice 


The tent was larger inside than it first appeared from an exterior viewing. Five cots were 
arranged for the weary travelers. There was a small oil lamp placed on a wooden table near the center 
of the room. The interior, though small and crowded, seemed quite warm and comfortable, even in this 
freezing climate. Colum and the others were already seated on their own cots, evidently waiting for the 
missing prince and his wounded companion. An attendant, clothed in a white, hooded cloak, entered 
quietly behind the prince. He helped Peter place the wounded soldier upon the cot. 


“We are aware of your friend’s condition. Servants of the Lady Lauradonna will attend to his 
needs shortly. Make yourselves comfortable. Take your rest for awhile. A banquet is being prepared in 
your honor. You are safe now. For you are sheltered on the doorstep of the Immortal Realm. No evil 
will come to you here, unless you bring it of your own accord to this land.” He then looked sharply at 
all of them, especially Peter, who shamefully withdrew from his gaze. 


“But, rest assured, this is a realm of purity and wholeness. Even corruption cannot triumph 
here,” he concluded with a smile. Then he turned and left. 


A great weariness came over Peter and most of the others. He was glad to finally enjoy a 


good, warm night’s sleep. That night he felt as safe and secure as he once did before his father’s 
disappearance those long months ago. He fell into a deep sleep and barely remembered any of his 
dreams the following morning. 


The next morning, Peter and the others arose to discover that Tynam was gone. The attendant 
appeared, and he explained that Tynam had been taken to a place of healing. Then he asked them to 
follow him outside. 


The four companions found a large pavilion awaiting them. Inside was a large banquet table 
filled with all kinds of breads, a variety of wines, and every fruit that sprang from the earth. There were 
many varieties of fruits that Peter had never tasted before. Aldrian had heard of most of these fruits, but 
he never had the opportunity to experience each of them before now. 


Hakom had never seen such a sundry gathering of exotic fruits, vegetables, wines and breads. And he 
would have feasted only with his awe-struck eyes if Colum had not prompted him to begin eating. 
Twelve of the Lady’s personal servants waited on the four travel worn companions. Ten courses were 
served to the half-starved guests by butlers, cupbearers, wine stewards, and others. 


When Peter was later asked about the feast, he could not recall precisely what he had eaten or 
the exact name of each food, but he could say it was the most delicious and sumptuous of meals that he 
had ever partaken. He left the table with a fullness of being and a feeling of satisfaction, the like of 
which he would never experience again in this life. 


Now fully sated, the company was led back to the striped tent. Awaiting them inside was a 
solitary figure, seated on a wooden, ornate chair. The servant bowed to the mysterious entity, then he 
announced the name and the lineage of each of the companions except Hakom. He was introduced as 
“Hakom, the ex-kitchen worker and now servant and guardian to Prince Peter of Kendil”. 


The company began to bow before the presence of this figure until she spoke. Her voice was 
like the whisper of a gentle breeze or the soft, flowing water in a bubbling stream. 


“Do not bow or kneel before me. I am merely a humble servant of the Higher Power. Do not 
worship me! Arise. Tell me why you have come, seeking the hidden land denied to all mortal 
creatures.” She threw back her hood and arose from her seat, her long cape falling back from her broad 
shoulders to drape over the ornate chair. 


Peter thought that she was the most beautiful creature that he had ever encountered. No lady 
or royal peer he had ever met could compare with her silver hair and radiant complexion. She seemed 
to glow with health and power. Her eyes were the clearest and the deepest blue that he had ever seen. 
Even the darkest shades of blue in the blue valley were pale and dull in comparison to her orbs. Peter 
struggled to suppress another urge to bow before her. 


Beneath the discarded white cloak she wore a full-length gown of some silken fabric. It 
touched the ground, but it did not drag or confine her figure. The color was that of a deep blue and sea 
green hue that sparkled and glowed as she moved, as if to reflect the pattern of the stars and the motion 
of the tides. Everyone was struck speechless before her. Again she spoke: 


“Why were you so late to arrive, Peter of Kendil? Do you not know that a prince must be 
responsible to those sovereigns above him as well as to his people? Why were you so tardy? Do you 
have no respect for my authority and for the invitation to feast at my table?” 


Peter was silent for a moment. He thought to explain about Tynam’s wounds and how he 
placed his concern for his friend’s wellbeing over the importance of the quest, but he said nothing. The 


others had expected him to bluster and argue in his own self-defense. But he did not. 


“It was my own fault, Great Lady. No one else is to blame. I accept full responsibility for my 
actions and for my tardiness. And I apologize to you for my lateness.” 


“Well spoken, like a prince should speak and act. I forgive you for you tardiness. Now, tell 
me, O’ Prince, what have you learned on your journey to my kingdom?” 


“T have learned many things, Your Ladyship. I have seen the haughtiness of kings and 
princes, the folly of my equals in their pride and contempt for those they consider below them. I have 
seen the self-sacrifice and generous nature of those peasants who literally have nothing and who give 
what little they possess for the comfort of their disdainful spoiled overlords. I have met handsome and 
‘noble’ humans who are really monsters underneath their skins, who sell their brothers into slavery for 
a copper coin or two. And there are truly noble creatures like the Scaladee, who live by a code of honor 
and beliefs equal to those of the most upstanding, righteous churchmen. But most humans mistakenly 
label the Scaladee as monsters. And I have the squalor and the poverty of such creatures as the Duende, 
who may never rise above their station as scavengers and raiders. My heart goes out to them, 
especially. I have experienced the pride and the generosity of the Avellarai, who think themselves 
above all other races because they serve you, and because they think it is their destiny to be above the 
other mortals. 


“T have been enchanted by the strange beauty and the customs of the Fairy Folk, who set 
themselves apart from the other races. Their fierce cruelty and their long memory of imagined injuries 
make them dangerous as either an ally or an enemy. For they see themselves as neutrals with no regard 
for the wellbeing of others. They only do what benefits their own purposes. Clearly they give a new 
meaning to the word ‘selfishness’. No kin are they to Avellarai, Scaladee, Duende, or Troll. 


“And finally, I have the destructiveness and the stubbornness of creatures such as the natives 
of Trule, who resent your status as overlord and your power over them. They seem to desire to be left 
alone by the younger races such as ours. But they fight the Avellarai and the humans equally and they 
use Our Own Weapons against us.” 


“You have indeed learned much in your travels, little Prince. You are not quite the spoiled 
little boy as described by your reputation. You have learned compassion, understanding, and sensitivity 
to others’ needs. Your grandfather has also instilled in you a sense of justice and a desire for mercy in 
regards to your subjects. Perhaps you will make a good ruler after all.” 


Then she looked directly at Aldrian. It was as if she could look into one’s eyes and further 
back into the mind itself. Aldrian avoided her gaze. He was taken back for a moment, but he did not lie 
when she spoke to him. 


“Now, once again, for the third and final time, I ask you why did you come to Issenlonde, the 
sacred island denied to all mortals? What do you seek?” 


Hesitantly, the old sage stepped forward. He, of the glided tongue, the flatterer of kings and 
princes, nervously began his address to her. He almost stammered out the first sentence in awe of her 
presence and radiant power. 


“We seek the source of all knowledge. We are seekers of truth. To restore justice and mercy 
to our realm, we must find our missing king, Harold the Fair Minded of Kendil. He is son-in-law to me 
and father to Peter. Colum is my journeyman in sage craft, and Hakom is a loyal friend who has served 
and guarded us on the travels to your great and mighty realm.” 


“Please, do not try to flatter me with your platitudes or your groveling. Those words are 
wasted on me. I am merely a handmaiden and a servant of the Greater Power. It is my responsibility to 


watch over all the realms and kingdoms of this celestial sphere, to order and regulate the working of 
your world. I am aware of each wind that blows from the frozen North and how it affects your weather. 
I watch each droplet of water as it falls from heaven and flows into the great sea. I see every seed that 
is planted in the soil to become a new flower or a stalk of grain. I hear the cry of every sparrow that 
falls to earth and every prayer uttered in the hearts and minds of every creature upon this world. These 
supplications I place before the throne of the Celestial King for His approval or rejection. 


“Gentle Aldrian, I was aware of your quest to this land even before you had decided to 
undertake it. Your heart and mind, your goals and ambitions are an open book to me and to the One that 
I serve, the Being Who created both of us.” 


“A bit full of herself, isn’t she,” Hakom whispered to Colum. 
The Lady Lauradonna glanced over at the huge man as if to say, “I heard that”. 


Hakom jumped back a step in shocked response. Then she gave to him a coy smile and a 
wink of the eye as she said: 


“Everyone, put on your cloaks and hoods and follow me.” 


She led them in the direction of the smallest mountain. They crossed an icy plain and they 
climbed up a fog-shrouded hilltop. As the company descended the other side of the small hill, the cover 
of mists began to dissipate. Below them was a beautiful valley, filled with wondrous plants and trees. 
An entire snow garden occupied the center of the vale. The variety and the beauty of these exotic plants 
and trees fascinated Aldrian. The vegetation of the sprawling forests of Belegtaur paled in comparison 
to the various herbs and flowers gathered in this smaller grove. If he could spend only a month 
collecting herbs and plants from the bounty of this garden, what wonderful potions he could brew and 
what miraculous salves and ointments he could concoct. He might even be able to create that potion of 
longevity that he so earnestly desired. 


There were other miraculous plants in the beautiful garden. Icicle plants grew there and they 
bloomed before one’s eyes. Flowers, made of gold and platinum, were finely sculptured to perfection. 
But they were also living entities, extremely delicate and fragile. For they would bend in response to 
the merest touch or breathe. Glass floral bells grew from transparent stalks and they would tinkle from 
the agitation of the softest breeze. 


Although it was full, there seemed to be a balance to this garden. The plants did not crowd 
out each other, nor did they compete for sunlight, as in a normal garden. There were no weeds or 
undergrowth to choke out the established vegetation. Nor were there any signs of fallen leaves or decay 
or aging on the plants. It was as if each had bloomed in the early morning of that day and then 
continued on in good health. There was nothing to indicate that any of the leaves had been chewed or 
damaged by annoying insects. In fact, no insects could be heard or seen in this garden. 


There were many trees in the garden. But most of them stood on the edge of either side of the 
valley, forming a perimeter line around the garden. Only by walking directly west from the misty 
hillside straight down to the gap between the perennials could one gain access to the snow garden. In 
the exact center of the garden was a special tree. It stood at least thirty feet high and measured eight 
feet in width. Its branches seemed to extend upwards into the very clouds. It reminded Colum of a 
creature of nature in silent, devout prayer. Snow crystals and icicles coated every inch of its white bark. 
As the sunlight played across its exterior, a rainbow of myriad colors reflected from the crystals, 
creating a dazzling effect. Peter approached the tree. Snowflakes, he thought. The entire tree is covered 
with snowflakes. He examined its bark. On each crystal, carved into its interior, was a message or a 
prayer in a different language or another dialect. Peter could read but a few of these. The rest were a 
mystery to him. 


A snowflake tree that holds up the center of our world. And on it is carved the many names of 
the Creator-Deity, with prayers, petitions, and other messages. Peter had heard of such a tree, but he 
thought it was only a fable or a nursery story to make little children behave. Now he was standing at 
the source of the ‘fairy tale’. While he contemplated these matters, Lauradonna had called the others to 
her side. She gestured at the tree as she spoke. 


“This is the source that you seek., the Tree of Knowledge that was lost to humanity for 
uncounted millennia because of one person’s selfish and willful act. Its fruit has the power to reveal the 
truth about one’s self and to heal, if one is contrite of heart. But its fruit will do you no good. For the 
knowledge that you seek is already in your possession. It lies deep within the heart of each of you. You 
have journeyed many miles to gain this wisdom, but it has been beside you most of your way.” 


Then she spread open her arms and gestured at one of them. 


“Let all delusions now be dispersed and all of the illusions cast by the enemy now be lain 
bare! Let the eyes of those before me be opened to the truth, and their spirits be awakened!” 


Hakom’s form twisted and melted in the bright sunshine. His face grew leaner and his beard 
less coarse and dark. Two weary eyes, tried by deprivation and loneliness, looked down upon the little 
prince. He spoke in a soft and gentle voice, unlike that of the burly ex-kitchen worker: 


“T remember everything now. Peter, my son, I have missed you so much. It is as if I have 
been imprisoned in someone else’s body for these many months. I was unable to cry out for rescue or 
for even understanding.” 


Peter ran to his restored father. Aldrian the sage pulled out the ring from its worn pouch. The 
gem pulsed strongly in the noonday light. 


“T believe this is yours, my Liege.” He gladly handed the circlet to his son-in-law as they 
embraced. 


“Behold the King!” Lauradonna trumpeted to the foursome. 


Everyone was gazing intently on the restored king. No one noticed a long, thin dark line 
slither down the hill above the garden. And no one saw a lone figure emerge from the misty summit. 
Suddenly, a very familiar voice rang out to interrupt the revelry in the snowy valley. 


“There is a shadow creeping down toward the valley. Beware its power!” 
Colum turned his head to gaze upon this new distraction. 


“A shadow appearing at high noon! What witchcraft is this? It moves along the ground by 
itself, unattached to anyone,” the mendicant shrieked in alarm. 


The shadow disappeared into the snow. At once, the ground began to tremble. 


“What evil has been brought upon the blessed land? Even now, on the eastern side of the 
island, I sense a long dormant volcano erupting. Who has awakened this destruction upon my realm?” 
The angry Lauradonna demanded. Her voice boomed out like a sudden thunderclap and her eyes 
flashed like lightning. Her figure was, at once, both bright and terrible, a beautiful and deadly vision to 
behold. No one dared give a reply to her. 


The ground continued to quake. Everyone, except the Guardian, lost his footing on the 
shaking surface. Some foul, black substance began to erupt from the spot where the shadow had buried 
itself. Grey ash and black smoke blotted out the noonday sun. A loud roar accompanied the dancing of 
the ground and the black cone that was growing now near the base of the hill. Then, a loud crackling 
laughter drown out even the roaring black fire of the cone. 


The cone of the miniature black volcano split apart. The form of a man wreathed in Dark Fire 
shot up from the ruins of this fire cone. Corruption had come to the Blessed Land. 


Down flew the Lord of the Dark Fire. Everything that he touched burst into flame or melted 
at his caress. The very air crackled in his presence. The virgin snow evaporated underneath his feet, and 
the soil itself was tainted by his footsteps. If anyone could safety look upon this apparition, he would 
see a man twelve feet tall, wrapped in an aura of black flames. The Dark Fire seemed to engulf his 
body. It was rumored to be an extension of his anger and hatred for any living creature not directly 
under his control. Some said that the aura of black flame was cooler than the Dark Fire that raged 
endlessly within his mind and heart. An outer rim of blue flame continually danced on the surface of 
the black cloak of fire. No weapon known to man or monster had ever penetrated these twin suits of 
flaming armor. 


“At last! After more than two thousand years of fruitless searching, I finally march through 
the land of my enemies. And I have a stupid, young boy and his fool of a guardian to thank for this 
victory. Dispatch them now, my shadow. They are of no further use to me.” 


“Turn away, Aithne Dur Adere. Return to the Eastern Realm to await your final judgement. 
You are but still a mortal and you have no power over this land. Your corruption will be purged from 
my realm and your army of shadows will be cast into oblivion.” 


“T shall not depart until I have broken your power over the Northern Realm and I have burnt 
your influence from this place. But first, I shall partake of the fruit of the Other Tree and grasp the seed 
of immortality.” 


Thus begun the battle of fire and ice. Each combatant stood his or her ground, implacable and 
immovable. Sheets of black fire spread through the garden, melting and suffocating all forms of plant 
life. Ice plants turned to water, boiled and evaporated before the fiery onslaught. Centuries of snow and 
ice melted into a burning of destruction. Only two trees stood against the onslaught of the Dark Fire. 
Then the hills surrounding the valley began to collapse. An avalanche of cold streams of ice and 
melting snow rushed down into the valley, quenching the Dark Fire and drowning the shadow army 
that struggled to emerge from the ruined black cone. To all outward appearances, a casual observer 
would only see to opponents staring at one another from across the burning valley. In reality, a black 
firestorm spun out from the dark towering figure and a blizzard emanated from the center of the 
maiden, now aglow in her cloak of radiant light. Indeed, that onlooker would need eyes more powerful 
than any mortal’s to penetrate the darkness around Aithne Dur Adere’s burning form or to gaze at the 
blinding radiance of Lauradonna’s golden figure. 


Tynam stood helplessly on the hill above the devastated garden. He could not see what was 
occurring. The heat and the suffocating blasts of wind from the tumultuous valley prevented him from 
advancing into the fray. Yet, he felt compelled to do something. In one sense he thought that it was his 
entire fault. Finally he broke away from the scene, hurrying to return back to Lauradonna’s great 
pavilion. Perhaps he could find help there. 


Peter and the others could not directly see the battle that raged between Lauradonna and the 
Fire Lord. They could only feel the effects of the searing hot air and the suffocating black smoke. They 
were all around the north side of the base of the Tree. Its cold bark afforded them little comfort from 
the blistering heat. 


“A fine turn of events this is, Father. We are almost half-frozen on our journey here and now 


we are almost half-baked by this conflict.” 


“Have faith, my son. We are not beaten yet. Those Guardians must be stronger than we can 
possibly imagine. Else, how could the world have survived against the wickedness of the darkness for 
these many years?” 


“Something is approaching us and I don’t believe it is friendly,” Colum remarked. 


A long dark shadow descended through the ruins of the once beautiful garden. It grew in 
length as it rushed down upon the company gathered around the Tree. Now it took the shape of a man. 
It was ten feet tall and it bore a wicked black spear. 


“T thought that these shadows needed a body to possess in order to work their evil.” Peter 
enquired, more than a little frightened by this sight. 


“In the real world they do. And normally, their only power comes from fear and deception. 
But you forget that we are now in the immortal realm, where the power of spirit and soul are much 
greater. Here these creatures can assume any form that they choose. And the damage their weapons do 
here will affect our bodies in the real world as well.” Colum answered. 


Colum then ducked and moved away as the shadow man jabbed at him first. 


“You are the most dangerous, Cleric, for your faith makes you stronger than the others.” He 
swung again at the agile mendicant and he missed. 


“How can we fight a creature like that? We have no weapons or sacred objects with which to 
damage it,” Peter lamented. 


“Perhaps we do, after all. This is a holy place. Everything here must be blessed, even the 
singed, broken branches from the sacred trees.” Harold picked up one of the longer fragments of a limb 
and he began to sharpen a point on one of its ends with his long knife. He doubted that his knife could 
affect the shadow beast or its dark master. 


Tynam returned to the summit overlooking the smoky battleground. At first glance, it seemed 
that the situation had worsened. More of the shadow army was emerging from the black cone, though 
their progress was slowed by the power of the raging floodwater beneath their feet. They were 
advancing up the hillside, probably to escape the burning touch of the purifying water, and to march 
over the hilltop to capture the unprotected lands beyond this valley. 


No one was there to oppose them. The great Lady Lauradonna was locked in a contest of 
wills with the Lord of Dark Fire, and she could not spare her attention elsewhere at this time. At the 
base of a huge tree in the center of the ruined garden Colum and the rest were fighting some manner of 
shadow beast. Unfortunately, by his estimate, the creature was out of bow shot range. 


Tynam had not been able to convince the ministering servants in the Tent of Healing to 
accompany him. In fact they tried to talk him out of returning to this battle, arguing that he was still to 
weak to even walk by himself back to this site, let alone restring his bow and join the fray. But his 
stubbornness and his sense of loyalty to the prince overrode their protests. 


With the last of his remaining strength, he drew back the bowstring and he took a bead on the 
nearest of the shadow soldiers advancing up the hill. He fired five times. Each shot brought down a 
target. The quiver of arrows drawn from Captain Eimh’s stores seemed to be very potent against these 
creatures. It was a pity that he did know that when he had confronted the shadow pirate earlier. 
Reaching for his remaining five arrows, Tynam continued his barrage of missile fire. 


Aithne Dur Adere became suddenly aware of a disturbance on the battlefield. He was losing 
mental contact with the advanced guard of his shadow army that had been sent to sweep across the 
plains of Issenlonde. Their destruction would mean the failure of his new strategy to invade the 
physical realms again. It was necessary to his plans to sweep down and destroy the kingdoms of the 
Silver Isles and Loshdhel in order to bypass the power of those blessed candles on Velatol. Once the 
realms of the Northern and the Middle Lands were subdued, he could order the destruction of Velatol. 
Then he could bring his mighty fleets and armies westward from Wraithlonde to challenge the power of 
Suthdor and the remaining, scattered little kingdoms of the degenerate Avellarai. In time, he would 
even deal with his former traitorous allies, the surviving remnants of the Empire of Aris, now reduced 
to a few islands in the Far West. 


But now all of his plans were threatened by the heroics of some group of unseen adversaries 
hidden on the mist-shrouded hilltop. Aithne, the Lord of the Dark Fire, withdrew his concentration 
from the confrontation with his personal arch-foe. He summoned all of his power and he redirected his 
attack onto the summit. A barrage of Dark Flame, in the form of a black comet, arched through the 
ashen skies and smote the top of the hill, burning both attackers and defender without discrimination. 
Adere was not bothered by the sacrifice of a few more of his soldiers, since more would follow without 
hindrance in their wake. 


But he had not considered the full consequences of his actions. The fiery blast released an 
avalanche of melted snow and ice upon the remainder of his shadow army now waiting in reserve by 
the base of the fire cone. Most were destroyed immediately by the rashness of his retaliation. His foe, 
Lauradonna, was now free to manipulate tempest wind and tidal wave to drown the rest or to sweep 
them back through the crater to dark oblivion. Soon, the rising floodwaters would overwhelm the area 
around the black cone and prevent the arrival of new reinforcements from the Dark Realm. Thus, he 
stood alone against the power of the Guardian and her realm. Only his shadow beast remained to harass 
her forces protecting the Tree and its precious fruit. 


The shadow beast turned its attention now from the agile mendicant and suddenly lunged out 
at the prince. Peter threw himself behind the safety of the tree trunk. The large black spear pierced the 
white bark, stabbing deeply into the middle of the great tree. Sap flowed down its pristine surface like 
blood spewing forth from a wounded artery. A great moaning emanated from the center of the garden 
and quickly spread throughout the entire valley. Everyone covered his ears. The earth itself trembled at 
the cry. Even the Dark Lord and his adversary paused in their duel, sensing the power released by the 
Tree’s lament. 


The shadow beast staggered back, stunned by the reaction to his spear thrust. King Harold 
regained his balance, and he charged the beast. He raised his own makeshift wooden spear, and he 
stabbed three times at the heart of the monster. The beast was damaged by the onslaught of these 
attacks but he was not subdued. The beast stretched forth his hands and ebony claws extended from his 
fingertips. He lashed out three times against the king, attempting to fight past this human shield to 
strike at the boy. As the king collapsed to the ground, Colum raced forward. He had picked up two 
pieces of charred wood from the sacred Tree and, holding them at right angles, he pressed them against 
the head of the shadow beast. At the same time, he shouted out some ancient phrase in an early Church 
dialect. The imprint of this holy symbol burnt deeply into the brow of the dread fell creature. The beast 
let out a great, long wail that rang throughout the ruined vale. With its remaining strength, it shook off 
its attackers and fled from the Tree. Some thirty feet from the blackened cone, the wounded killer 
collapsed on the burnt ground. As it crawled toward the cone, the shadow creature began to change 
shape once more. A thin, broken black line inched forward, only to dissipate before the mouth of the 
cone. Aithne Dur Adere cursed at his cowardly, destroyed shadow, all to no avail. 


Peter had watched in fear and anticipation as his father bravely battled the deadly shadow 
beast. Now he braced his injured liege against the base of the Tree. King Harold bled from the two deep 
wounds carved into his chest. Despite the best efforts of Peter to stanch the bleeding, blood continued 
to flow from these long incisions. A long scar ran down his face from his right cheek to the bottom of 
his chin. In the meantime, Aldrian had been working to free the shadow spear from the heart of the 
great Tree. The spear suddenly vanished when the long shadow line expired. Now he joined with 
Peter’s attempts to comfort the dying king. How he desperately wished for some of the healing herbs 
that he had seen earlier in the perfect garden. 


A silence had fallen over the battlefield. All of Aithne Dur Adere’s shadow troops had been 
defeated by the fury of the Lady Lauradonna’s storm. Small fires still raged throughout the valley and 
the plain. Only the Great Tree and one other on the far side of the valley were intact after the 
conflagration spread by the dark firestorm. Aithe Dur Adere’s darkness and smoke still contended with 
Lauradonna’s radiance for control of the horizon. The two great powers seemed to be at a stalemate. 


Aithne strode forward to pluck a fruit from the Tree of Knowledge. Then he stopped. He took 
notice of the small figures nursing the injured man beneath the Tree. 


“T claim their petty lives as mine. They were corrupted by my touch. Their souls are like 
mine, tainted and blackened.” His right hand began to glow. 


A new voice boomed out from the valley. It seemed to come from the Tree itself. 


“Stay your vengeance. These creatures, especially the young cleric, are under My Lord’s 
protection. No harm will come to them this day at your fell hand.” A great figure, in the form of an 
armored man, stepped out of the Tree. He bore a Greatsword in his right hand, and he wore a great 
shield on his left arm. Twelve stars, one for each of the kingdoms in the Celestial Realm, were 
emblazoned along the edges of his shield. A tall woman stood in the center of the shield, trampling an 
elongated, winged snake. The stars on the shield now blazed forth, burning through the Darkness that 
tried to envelop the sky. 


Adere hurtled his dark bolt. It bounced harmlessly off the shield and dissipated. 
“You have lost, Aithne Dur Adere. Return to your camp to await your punishment.” 


Even the Lord of Darkness appeared to be awe-struck by the new defender and his power. Yet 
his pride was unmeasureable, and he would not surrender so easily. Once more he reached out to pluck 
a crystal fruit from the Great Tree. 


“Relent!” The Warrior ordered. “The fruit will do you no good. It will not grant you the 
immortality that you seek. It will only show you the wretched state of your soul. It will only torment 
you by revealing to you the truth of your existence and your past transgressions and your mistakes. It 
can only bring further torment and frustration to your life.” 


He still reached out to steal the beckoning fruit. Adere let out a cry of frustration as he 
touched the forbidden fruit. He watched the pain pulsed through his arm to the rest of his body. Slowly, 
the outer coat of blue flames retreated from his form. He began to shrink in stature. The last of the 
darkness around the horizon was vanquished. The blackness and the intense fire that outlined his body 
began to disappear as well. In its place stood a wizened old man, too preoccupied with the state of his 
soul to be aware of his current surroundings. He seemed to be the age of the centuries, a pitiable 
creature that was fallen and disgraced. His form had become now translucent, except for the black light 
still burning in his heart. The cold, purifying waters, released by Lauradonna’s tempest began to wash 
over the adversary’s form, carrying back to the infernal cone of his entry. Then, in the twinkling of an 
eye, he was gone, swept away by the flood. 


Finally, Aldrian dared to break the solemn silence that filled the valley. 


“Does this mean that he is dead, finally consumed by the fire and hatred burning in his own 
soul?” 


“No, Sage. He is in a state of self-awareness now, preoccupied with the past course and the 
events of his life. But soon he will come out of it, and he will blame others for his mistakes. He has 
developed a great capacity for denial and self-delusion over the centuries. Given enough time, he will 
return to his old path.” The Lady Lauradonna replied softly. 


“Ts there no cure for his mental state? Is there no hope for him?” Colum asked. 


“Yes, Cleric, there is one. But it would require a change of heart. Most older humans are 
incapable of it past some point in their lives. And, as humans go, Adere has lived many lifetimes 
beyond the span allotted to a normal mortal. His heart is perhaps too old and too set to be changed 
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now. 
“But what about the other Tree he spoke of?” Aldrian inquired, as curious as usual. 


“You mortals refer to it as the Tree of Life. Open your gift of discernment, Aldrian 
Sagemaster. Tell me what you see.” 


Aldrian looked at the Tree on the far side of the valley. For the first time in his life, he was 
speechless. The other Guardian, who brandished the sword and shield, continued for him: 


“Yes, there is a Guardian, much ourselves, who wields a mighty flaming sword. No mortal 
can pass that sentinel safely to partake of the fruit of that Tree. That fruit is given only to those mortals 
found worthy of having lived a righteous life. I speak, of course, about those who have passed through 
death and judgement and who are rewarded for their past life. The fruit from that Tree would not have 
done Adere any good as well. It would have frozen his heart and soul in their present state for all 
eternity. He would never have the opportunity to change. Rather, he would have been trapped in a 
continual state of self-hate and anger, constantly consuming himself and his spirit but never dying. You 
could call it a living hell of one’s own making, if you will.” He concluded. 


“Stop your philosophical debates! My father is dying! Can you do nothing for him?” Peter 
cried out, more in fear for his father’s safety than in anger over their chatter. 


“We will see what we can do, little one. But I fear your father cannot be saved.” The Warrior 
Guardian said without emotion or regret. 


Aldrian the sage looked over the carnage of the once lovely garden. Only two Trees survived 
the onslaught. The others were destroyed or damaged in some manner or form. Charred branches, split 
trunks, and burnt foliage littered the landscape. No plants had withstood the fury of the firestorm. The 
intense heat and the lingering flames devoured the most stalwart of the vegetation. Even the golden and 
the platinum flowers had succumbed to the consuming power of the Dark Fire. The sage proceeded into 
the valley proper. All of the hills had been stripped of their white snow cover. Smoke and burn marks 
blackened their exposed sides. Paradise was indeed lost. 


There were no signs of the shadow host that accompanied Aithe Dur Adere from the 
blackened cone. Either they had vanished at the time of his defeat, or they had been washed back 
through the gate by the purifying flood summoned by Lauradonna. The waters had receded now. 
Everywhere, the ground was scarred and burnt like the wasted hillsides. There should be grass and 
snow in place of this defacement of the land, he thought. 


Then he noticed a reflection on the ground. No, there were two or three reflections. He went 


forward to examine this mystery. On the scorched surface, he found several metal arrowheads. Their 
wooden shafts had been consumed by the conflagration that had raked the ground. Then he glanced up 
towards the misty hilltop where they had entered the valley. The cover of mist was gone now. A pair of 
boots reflected the glint of the faint, afternoon sunlight. 


At the summit of the hill, he found the dying Tynam. An empty arrow quiver lay beside him. 
His newly stitched wounds had broken open from over exertion. Dried blood covered most of his tunic. 
Small fires still smothered in the grass around his body. Evidently, the Dark Lord had noticed the 
soldier’s attacks on his troops, and he had retaliated in kind. Colum slowly followed his master up the 
hill. 


“Ts he still alive?” 


“Just barely, Colum. But he needs to be healed now. He has lost too much blood and his 
burns are very severe. Colum, you must ask Lauradonna for help. She may heed your petition above 
our own.” 


“There is no need, Sage. Your petition has been heard and answered accordingly. Tynam had 
asked earlier for a noble death to make up for his past mistakes. A repentant man was willing to lay 
down his life to save others. Innocent blood was shed to redeem the guilty. Therefore he will be saved, 
as is written in the Book of Life.” 


Both Adrian and Colum turned to face the speaker behind them. The Lady Lauradonna had 
come silently up the hill like a soft, unexpected breeze that caresses a cheek. In her hand she bore a 
golden chalice inlayed with precious gems. 


“Drink of the Cup and be saved, noble warrior.” She gently raised his head and set the chalice 
to his lips. He drained the precious liquid and then he fell into a deep, restful sleep. 


“Then he will live,” Aldrian commented. 
“No,” she replied with a smile. “But he will have eternal life in Your Father’s Realm.” 
“And the king?” Aldrian sheepishly inquired, almost afraid of the answer. 


“He rests comfortably now beside the sleeping prince.” 


Peter awoke upon hearing those words. He was lying on a cold metal cot inside a small tent. 
Were the events of the previous night a mere dream or one of my visions? He thought. He turned away 
from the canvas wall. Aldrian and Colum were resting comfortably on their cots. Another figure lay on 
his metal cot, but the blanket covered his head. And in the far corner was one other, but his head was 
turned away from the rest. Peter crossed the room. With each step that he took, the horror and the 
memories of the previous twelve hours faded. He turned the figure over. It was, indeed, his father. But 
his flesh was cold, and the gem within the ring on his finger showed no sign of life. Peter began to 
weep silently. He grieved for his father all that day and well into the following night. The sky, as if in 
response to his sorrow, released a torrent of ice and snow for the next two days and nights. 


The three companions stood outside the tent, awaiting the attendant who would serve as their 
guide back to the White Albatross. Search as they may, they could not find any trace of the hill that led 
back to the hidden garden or the immortal valley. And without the presence of the Guardian 
Lauradonna, they would have no access back to the Blessed Land within their lifetimes. So they sat 


stranded on the porch of the Immortal Realm, the doorstep of Eternity. And the door was locked. 
Already the memories of their experiences in that terrain and its secrets were fading from their mortal 
minds. 


Chapter Eighteen: The Choices of Peter 


Islisa was waiting for them on board the White Albatross. Captain Mordwy had rescued her when he 
had brought the ship’s boat into the only ice- free harbor he could find several days ago. The recessed 
area of her small shelter was almost directly eight feet above the spot he had chosen to anchor his 
workboat. 


“I’m sorry that our presence in your land has caused so much turmoil and destruction. It will probably 
take many years to heal the damage done to your valley and the garden,” Peter said to the attendant as 
they took their leave. 


“You underestimate the ability of our land to heal itself. These are the Immortal Lands, the Realm of 
Pure Spirit, where nothing can truly die, except for mortal creatures that venture here and linger too 
long. The gardens and the Trees will heal themselves within a few days. And you will be healed of your 
sorrow within a few mortal years. Trust me, Prince Peter. Nothing occurs without a reason. But 
sometimes, your free choices can change another’s life or influence it for good or bad. Be wise and 
loving in your choices. Goodbye. The Guardians will watch over your path.” 


The day that the Albatross left was exceptionally bright and sunny. A strong wind from the Northwest 
filled the sails of the caravel and propelled it unhindered through the icy waters that guarded the 
Blessed Islands. Neither iceberg nor ice floe impeded their progress to open waters. Islisa skillfully 
guided them through the curtains of mist towards their first destination, the harbor of Claerwyn Bae at 
Nimir. 

That night, Peter had another dream. He stood upon a familiar hilltop with the Lady Lauradonna. She 
showed him the valley again. Most of the trees and plants had been restored to their original health and 
appearance. Down in the garden, two men labored to replant other vegetation. Peter stared for a 
moment, then he recognized both of them. Harold and Tynam waved back to him, and then continued 
their work. Peter began to descend the hill, but Lauradonna barred his way with her outstretched hand. 


“You must have no intercourse with them as yet. But know that they both love you and wish for you to 
return to Kendil to re-establish justice in your kingdom again. And I have a warning for you. Do not, 
under any circumstances, enter the woods of Belegtaur. A dangerous temptation awaits you there. If 
you travel past those woods, you will be delayed for a long duration, and your kingdom will be 
imperiled. Go in peace. We may not meet again for many years.” 


While Peter slept, the two other survivors of the company, Aldrian and Colum, strolled the small deck 
of the Albatross. 


“Who was that Guardian with the shield of stars, Colum?” 


“That one has many names in Church lore. He is known as Mikhail, the Defender. It was he who led 
the hosts of heaven against the First Darkness and its armies of pride, long before the numbering of the 
days. It was he who overthrew Luxfair, the master of Aithne Dur Adere, and who broke pride’s mirror 
in the first battle. Aithe still seeks for a fragment of that mirror. He foolishly thinks that it will restore 
his former power and his humanity.” 


“Mikhail is the Defender of life on our world, just as Lauradonna is the regulator of the seasons and of 
change in the world. The Tree of Life must be an extension of himself, an expression of his spirit. 
Adere Dur Aithe is only a mortal, for all of his assumed titles and vaulted power. He could never 
overcome or destroy these spirits or the gifts of life and love that they both protect.” 


“Are they really male and female spirits?” 


“No,” Colum laughed. “That is only how our limited mortal eyes choose to perceive them. And even in 
Issenlonde, we did not see a true fraction of their might and their power.” 


Aldrian said nothing in response. 


The ship continued on to the port of Speculum Aelin without incident. They refitted and restored their 
supplies in that safe harbor, then proceeded on to Loslonde. In the harbor of Ril Cilfach, a delegation 
awaited them on the dock. Queen Ascelyn greeted the company with great honor. She summoned them 
to a feast at Castle Crisial Saxum. Aldrian and Peter wished to decline, for they wanted to return to 
Castle Kendil with all due haste. Aldrian was anxious to bar the steward, Cian, from the succession and 
bring him to trial for King Harold’s disappearance. But first he must confer with the Royal Council and 
present his evidence against the steward. Each day he wasted here gave the wily Cian more time to 
make mischief in the kingdom. 


But Queen Ascelyn would not be denied. After the feast, she called the three of them to her private 
chamber. She told them of the pirate activity around the port of Miranda Sound, and of the increased 
sightings of privateers in the waters outside of Loslonde. The Sea Swan had stirred quite a hornet’s nest 
when it destroyed five pirate ships three weeks ago. The hanging of nine pirates in Miranda Sound last 
month had not served to quell the activities of smugglers and raiders. Thus, the crew of the White 
Albatross would have their skills sorely tested if they fought their way alone through the piracy to 
Miranda Sound. 


But that was not the worst news. The steward, Cian, had openly provoked a series of border skirmishes 
with the guards of Evergreen Vale over the sovereignty of Gray Rock Falls. A state of war now exists 
between Kendil and its neighbors. Lord Cian has declared himself the acting king in Harold’s absence. 
Kendil, under Cian’s misguided leadership was losing the war. Prince Rhian, or his senile father, King 
Kyras, might soon be in possession of Kendil. That is, if the king of Deeplake, well known as an 
ambitious tyrant, does not invade the kingdom first and seizes the throne. In the meantime, the 
combined fleets of Evergreen Vale and Deeplake had blockaded all of the Southern ports of Kendil. 


Queen Ascelyn sent four Avellarian galleons to escort the White Albatross to Miranda Sound. The 
voyage lasted for several weeks, due the extreme pirate activity along the coasts. Finally, at the end of 
the fifth week, two galleons and the caravel sailed into the newly rebuilt harbor. Aldrian and Peter 
decided that it would be best to travel overland from here rather than try to run the blockade around the 
ports of Kendil. Besides, the surviving galleons and the White Albatross were in need of refitting after 
the battles they had endured along the Western Coast. 


With new horses and fresh rations, the three companions and a honor guard of four Avellarian soldiers 


would ride through the Kendilean forest to the capital city of Alavier. However they must first travel on 
the road that passes beside the outskirts of the Western Forest of Belegtaur. Prince Peter had not 
forgotten the warnings of Lauradonna, but he felt that time was of the essence. They had been on the 
road an hour when a messenger approached the riders. She wore the colors of green and silver, the 
heraldry of Brianna Fen Sech. The company immediately reined in their steeds lest they overrun the 
unmounted figure. “What do you want, Herald of the Shee?” Peter inquired, now full of fear and 
irritation. 


“My liege wishes a word with Your Lordship concerning a certain contract set nigh six months ago.” 


Near the perimeter of the woods a tall woman of noble stature proudly advanced. Her hair was streaked 
with silver and green hues, and she bore a long wooden spear in her hand. Six archers accompanied her 
with bows drawn. 


“Prince Peter of Kendil, advance into the trees. We have much to discuss before you return to your 
uncle’s besieged kingdom.” 


“No. Speak your peace here. I shall come no further into your domain.” 


“Clever boy. You have learned much in your travels. I hope you that you have learnt responsibility and 
how to honor a contract. Now I shall name my price. I wish you to sign over your soul to me in 
payment for saving your life and that of your grandsire. Come. I need only to prick you with this spear. 
It will not hurt very much. And you will never miss your soul. At least not in this lifetime.” 


“Why do you seek my soul, noble Queen? Is it because you and those of the Shee race have none? Or 
do you traffic with other beings such as the Lord of Shadows?” 


“How dare you question me, Boy? My motives are known to me alone. All you need to know is that 
you owe me a debt and it must be settled now!” 


“Not at the price that you demand. And I will not move off this road and into your trap!” 


“Ts that so? We shall see!” Brianna Fen Sech snapped her fingers. At her command, a green snake 
appeared in the grass by Aldrian’s horse. It struck at his legs. 


Aldrian’s horse suddenly whinnied, stood up on its hind legs, and bolted for the woods. Aldrian almost 
fell off the frightened steed. Now he hung on for dear life. Peter uttered a silent curse and spurred his 
horse after the other. He knew that he was falling into a trap, but he felt that he had no other choice. 


The trees seemed to close in around him as he raced after the fleeing horse. Behind him, he heard a 
cackling laugh like that of lightning striking a helpless tree. 


Brianna Fen Sech continued to laugh as she retreated into the woods, flanked by her archers. Colum 
struck at the snake, but his walking stick passed through it. Before the startled eyes of the honor guard, 
the herald also became transparent and vanished. 


“An illusion. I thought as much. How else could one of the Shee Folk break through the barrier set by 
the Guardians?” The mendicant remarked. The rest of the company tried to follow the tracks of Peter’s 
horse into the enchanted forest. But the gap in the trees seemed to be too narrow to pass through in 
certain places, and the trail always led back to its starting point. After two hours of futile searching, 
Colum gave up the pursuit. 


“Tt is of no use. We cannot penetrate this fence of trees. I hope that Peter is having better luck.” 


But Peter and Aldrian were encountering similar problems. They could not find their way out of the 
forest. The harder they tried to leave, the farther they seemed to penetrate into the heart of the 
expansive woods. At last, they came to a clearing. As they approached it, they noticed many strangely 


shaped trees. Then they came to realize that the trees were actually homes. This was a Fairy village. A 
tall tree, twice the size of any that they had ever seen (except for the Tree of Life in Issenlonde), 
dominated the center of the clearing. 


“Yes, as you can see, we fey have the ability to warp and reshape nature as we please. If I need a door 
or a window, I tell my dwelling where I desire it, and an opening appears in that very spot. Or, if I need 
a pathway to my neighbor’s house, my tree will stretch forth its branches and a new walkway extends 
from his abode to mine.” A feminine voice called out in explanation. 


Aldrian and Peter saw the Queen of the Fey approaching. She wore a broad smile across her face. She 
moved fluidly across the ground like grass blowing in the wind. 


“What do you want of us? You have tricked us into entering these woods. What is your price for our 
ransom?” Peter said in an exasperated tone of voice. 


“Well,” she sighed. “You will not give me your immortality. Your kingdom is under siege, and your 
‘king’ would probably not ransom you in any event. Your own people think that you are both dead. 
Perhaps I will ask three months of your life in my realm. You will serve me, Peter, and learn of our 
customs and our ways. Then the two of you will understand my people and me better. I would rather 
have you as a friendly, neutral power than a belligerent and vengeful one. Then, perhaps your people 
will not fear or hate us as they do now in their ignorance and misunderstanding. After the passing of a 
season here, you are free to go, if you choose so.” 


“Tt seems like a rational and a reasonable request. And that, by itself, makes me suspicious of your 
motives, Brianna. But, where else can we go? Death and dishonor may await us in our own country. 
Yes, we will accept your hospitality with reservations, of course,” Aldrian concluded. But he still felt 
something was amiss. 


Brianna laughed coyly and escorted them to their new quarters. She felt that time was on her side. 


Those three months in Belegtaur were the longest that Peter ever experienced. He learned firsthand the 
meaning of menial labor, working in the gardens and the groves of the Fey Forest. He learned how to 
care for most of the plants growing in the confines of Mighty Belegtaur, planting, watering and 
nurturing the endless varieties of fauna and flora native to that immense terrain. He was taught the 
name of each plant, its use in cooking and healing, and its natural cycle of growth. His grandfather was 
the only mortal to surpass him in knowledge of plant life native to that area. He was also taught how to 
move silently in the shadows and in the forest, as well as how to blend in with the natural terrain. For a 
short time, Aldrian feared that his grandson would meld too well into this strange society and become a 
Fey. 


Peter was also instructed in the craft of woodworking. He learned how to craft wooden spoons, cooking 
utensils, bowls, arrow shafts, and strong composite bows. The Fey Folk used few metal objects, for 
cold iron and steel and silver were deadly to the touch. The younger Fey Folk were impressed by 
Peter’s lack of fear in handling the silver sword that hung from his belt. 


Not all of his tasks involved menial labor. When evening came, he was required to attend the Fairy 
Court and to wait upon the nobility, helping to serve the meals and attend to individual needs. After 
taking his meal, he was expected to sit at court, to perform and sing when asked to do so, and to share 
stories and amusing anecdotes with his peers. In this way, Peter slowly became acclimated to the 
customs and the mores of fey society, and he learned the difference between the Seely and the Unseely 
courts. He began to pick up fey dialects, as well as insight into the maze of court intrigue and Fairy 
politics. 


Queen Brianna observed the young prince from a distance. She watched him grow physically, mentally 
and socially. She took an interest in his politeness and his development of diplomatic skills. 


For she cherished a secret desire to groom a special fey ambassador to the outer realms. Peter seemed 
to fit that mold perfectly. But there was another part of his education she did not dare to neglect. 


Three days out of every week, Peter was expected to spend his afternoons training in the use of the 
melee weapons of a knight: sword and shield; and spear and jousting lance. Fortunately, Peter had 
learned at an early age how to ride and groom a horse, so those tasks were easy. But he was an 
awkward, growing boy and he surely needed to hone his combat skills if he was expected to survive in 
the other realms as a leader of armies. Since her people had discovered long ago that iron, steel and 
silver were poisonous to the touch, Peter’s trainers were forced to use thick bronze swords and wooden 
shields in the practice sessions. The heavier weapons only served to build up his developing muscles. 
The more he practiced, his clumsiness slowly gave way to skill and prowess in use of his favorite 
melee weapon, the short sword. At first, because of his short stature, this sword was equivalent to a 
longsword for the young prince. As the weeks wore on, his skill increased in the martial weapons and 
in his comprehension of the true art of war. 


Yet, there was one aspect of his education that he had not mastered. And by this part, Queen Brianna 
hoped to snare the naive Prince. Peter had no training in courtly love or romance, although his skills in 
the social graces and at table made him the equal of his peers. Queen Brianna introduced him to the 
young fey, Lady Desiree. She was of an indeterminable age, as was any of the Fey who dwelt in these 
fair woods. She was attractive, although not as beautiful as the Queen, or as awe-inspiring and radiant 
as the Lady Lauradonna. And yet, there was a certain quality about her that drew Peter’s attention as no 
other woman or girl ever had. He yearned for her presence, the sound of her voice, and her laughter, 
which reminded him of drops of rain softly falling on the leaves. The scent of her aroused a passion in 
the Prince that he had never experienced before. And deep inside, he knew that it was wrong. But he 
could not ignore her, or avoid her gaze. So enjoyed her company and tried in vain to deny his attraction 
to her. 


One warm night they walked in the garden without an escort. The twin moons were full over the 
treetops. She pressed him about her feelings for her. She declared her love for him as Queen Brianna 
had coached her over those many weeks. He diplomatically replied that he could not any woman 
confined to these prison woods, and that he could not marry any woman until he returned to Kendil and 
settled certain matters of justice. Spurned and rejected, she fled back to the abode of Queen Brianna. 
The ‘Lady Sans Mercy’ was dismayed by his answer and this turn of events. The Prince would have to 
be free in order to fulfil his vows to Kendil. But she had no guarantee that he would return to her realm 
someday. Secondly, even if she could allow Desiree to leave her realm, Briana would lose a valuable 
ally and a pawn. 


So she hit upon a second strategy. Early the next day, a fey knight in black dragon -scale armor came to 
the prince’s abode, a small treehouse. He announced that Peter had wronged the fair Desiree by playing 
upon her feelings and by toying with her heart. As her champion, he demanded satisfaction. Peter had 
no recourse, he said, but to fight him. Otherwise, the prince would be disgraced before the entire Fey 
Court. If the knight won, Peter must admit his transgression and marry Desiree to restore her honor. If 
Peter won, he was cleared of the charge of casting disgrace upon the fair maiden. Peter agreed to the 
contest, but he reminded everyone that only a knight could fight the Lady Desiree’s champion. 
Therefore, he must first be knighted before the contest begun. For Peter had no one to champion his 
cause, and he was still a mere squire in the eyes of the Fey Court. 


Queen Brianna reluctantly agreed. Her clever plan to seduce the Prince was going awry more and more 
as the day wore on. She knighted herself and ordered that papers be drawn up recognizing Peter, Prince 


of Kendil, as a knight of the Realm of Belegtaur. She had also not reckoned with the martial skill of the 
growing boy. Peter had surpassed the training of most of his tutors, since his training had begun a mere 
ten weeks ago. But she was not aware of this fact. 


The first trial was the joust. The Fey knight was the stronger of the two, but Peter was the better 
horseman and more dexterous. Both lances were broken in the first collision. Peter barely stayed in the 
saddle. His opponent was surprised by the young boy’s endurance. A lesser man would have been 
thrown from his mount by the impact. The knight had expected an easy victory over this mere stripling. 
Two more runs yielded similar results: shattered lances and two semi-stunned opponents. But neither 
had fallen from his steed. So the contest was undecided at this point. The combatants dismounted and 
drew their melee weapons. The Fey Knight was disheartened to see Peter unsheathe a shining metal 
sword. 


“ “Death before dishonor,’ I believe the saying is, my friend,” Peter reminded him. 


The knight winced, then raised up his black horseman’s mace to pound across Peter’s delicate skull. 
But the dexterous boy easily avoided his blow. Again and again, his mace struck empty air or lightly 
scrapped against the prince’s wooden shield. Peter, for his part, kept attacking the space between the 
knight’s layers of scale armor, hoping to penetrate a vulnerable spot. 


Eventually, he wore the heavily armored fey down to his knees. Over-exertion, rather than wounding, 
was overcoming his opponent. Sensing the proper moment, Peter circled in for the kill. He struck a 
mighty blow against his enemy’s back with the flat of his blade. All of his strength was gathered in that 
strike. The tired fey knight fell on his stomach. Peter rushed forward, yanked off the knight’s helmet, 
and put his gleaming, silver sword to his opponent’s neck. The knight needed no prompting. He spoke 
up immediately. 


“T surrender to you, Prince. You are a worthy foe, indeed. And you are more skillful and capable than 
she ever dreamed,” he said, pointing to the pavilion where the queen was seated. She scowled at his 
remark. Disgusted by this unexpected turn of events, she rose from her chair and disappeared into the 
darker recesses of her tent. There she brooded for a short time before she summoned the prince to her 
side. 


The queen and the prince were seated across from one another in her private chambers deep inside the 
Great Manor Tree. Each tried to stare the other down. Neither would give an inch nor avert his or her 
gaze from the other. At last, Peter decided to take the initiative and speak his mind. 


“T believe that my time has elapsed in your realm. You have completed my training in the ways of the 
Fey Court, both in the matters of Seely and Unseely politics. I have proven my skills to you as a fighter 
and as a knight by defeating your champion. There is little more that you can teach me in the art of war. 
I must go now and apply your lessons in the re-ordering of my future kingdom.” 


“What about your friends and your future here? You could rule this realm with me beside you. We have 
much to offer you.” Queen Brianna said, coyly placing her hand upon his arm and rubbing it. 


“Only one person can rule over a kingdom at any given time. You are very subtle in all manners and 
forms of manipulation and deceit. No husband, no matter how clever or wise, could ever rule with you 
or over you in any manner. Your control must always be absolute, whether it regards matters of privacy 
or of public importance. Your royal decree is always the final word.” 


“And what about the matter of Desiree? Can you so easily dismiss your love for her as well?” She said, 
changing tactics. 


“No, I cannot. Nor will I allow you to use her to seduce and reduce me to your will. I know fully well 
that you wish for a mortal husband or an offspring. Perhaps you want a diplomat to represent your 
interests in the mortal realms. Or perhaps you wish to raise a mortal army to hold back the darkness and 
defend your realm from attack. You do not, for a moment, trust the wielders of the Dark Arts even 
though you are sometimes willing to make an alliance with them.” 


“You read me well. And you know of our problems and of our weaknesses as well as our strengths. You 
would make a gifted spokesman for our interests elsewhere. Mayhap even the Guardians would listen 
to your pleas made on our behalf.” 


“Actually, they might. That is all the more reason you should allow my grandsire and me to depart now. 
As free agents, we could do more to help your cause in the outer world than serve you now in these 
confines.” 


“Alas! I cannot allow you both to go now. Aldrian has taken up again with his old love, Alicia. He is 
very happy here in my gardens. He works all day in his little cottage tree, preparing new potions and 
gathering more insight into the hidden workings of nature. He has hardly left the area outside his 
cottage since he first arrived.” 


“Yes. I have seen little of him myself. But I can know that he is happy. I have also noticed that he has 
stopped aging as well. He is not quite the doting old man that I once knew and still love. But I suspect 
there is a deeper reason for that, something you have left unsaid since we first came to this clearing.” 


“T can see that I can keep nothing from you, my Prince. You have been here scarcely more than twelve 
weeks, yet you have grown much faster than your normal rate. Time functions in my realm differently 
than in the mortal realms. A month here seems like a day to us, though you would think it an eternity 
passing. Any mortal who stays one month in these woods ages one or two years, though he will not 
notice it until he returns to his own lands. For, in the outer world, a season spent here may be the 
equivalent of five to seven years, once a human crosses back to the fields he knows.” 


“Then you mean...” 


“You have aged two more years in my realm this past month. When you enter the ‘normal’ world, as 
you call it, you will appear to be sixteen or seventeen. And in Kendil, as I recall, the minimum age for a 
royal candidate to claim the throne is fifteen. 


“But you grandfather cannot leave this realm. He is aware of it. He has stopped aging, as do all living 
creatures that enter these enchanted (or cursed) woods after passing the age of maturity. That is why 
you see no children among my people. Most of us stopped aging when we passed into this terrain three 
thousand years ago. If your old grandsire stepped back into the outer realms, he would soon surely die. 
He has suffered too many injuries from the journey of this past year. His body would give out after a 
week spent in the fields of mortality.” 


“T see. Perhaps it is best that he spend his final days here. I have lost two loved ones already in the 
Winter Realm of Issenlonde. I am not prepared to lose another. But, if what you say is true, that means 
that Desiree...” 


“She is still a young, fair lass of three thousand and fifteen or so, as measured in your mortal years. For 
my race, one reaches the age of maturity at twenty-five. Would she always have the same appearance if 
she could leave this realm, or would she crumble to dust if she stepped beyond this wooded 
confinement? No one knows. Perhaps she would age normally in the mortal world. Do you truly love 
her enough to risk that? Would you trade a few brief years of married bliss for an eternity together in 
my realm, though you would be confined together here in your happiness? Or do you desire to sleep 
alone in your empty bed at Castle Kendil?” 


Peter did not like the answer to any of these questions, so he silently rose from his chair and he left the 
room. Queen Brianna Fen Sech also sat there wrapped in quiet contemplation. She had sprung her final 
trap, but the prey had eluded her once again. 


Peter spent most of the night with his grandfather. They reminisced about their lives and the journey 
and the good times along the way. Each of them knew that the final parting was now before them. Peter 
did not expect to see his grandfather again in this lifetime. But he needed to draw from him the strength 
for the final journey home, and the courage to say ‘goodbye’. 


The next morning, Peter stepped out beyond the clearing of the Fey Realm. He left the village as dawn 
began to break through the treetops. He had promised himself that he would return for Desiree if all of 
his plans worked out in the outer realms. Still, the Guardians might not permit his return. And Queen 
Brianna might prevent his entry back into her guarded lands. Who could truly read her cold and 
calculating heart? After all, she had managed to get Aldrian to stay in her realm in spite of Peter’s 
efforts to spoil her plans. So here he was, a prince in exile from two realms and all alone. These 
thoughts filled his head as he trampled to the edge of Brianna’s forest. The woods seemed to close 
behind him as he stepped through the final gap in the trees. He doubted that he could go back that way 
again, even in a time of need. 


Peter must have activated his gift of discernment, for he sensed in the distance some evil creature 
watching him. The young prince had seen some movement in the undergrowth some twenty yards 
ahead. A voice, deep and hungry, spoke from the cover of the bushes. 


“Little Prince, it has been some time since we have met. Now you have grown to be quite a tasty 
morsel for my mouth. A pity that my pack is not here to share in the feasting.” A large wolf rose from 
the undergrowth. It walked like a man, though it had no shadow attached to it this time. 


“Go in peace, little wolf. I have no quarrel with you this day.” 


“You speak like a cleric now, little Prince. But I see no one with you. Perhaps he was eaten along the 
way. But I see that you are alone. And you carry a sword. “Tis a pity you probably don’t know how to 
use it.” 


“Do not mock me or bandy words with me. I have suffered the loss of three good friends to this point, 
and I am in no mood for your foolishness. So, beware your words and your knavish tongue. You have 
no shadow or the darkness to protect you now.” 


Peter had learned the art of taunting and baiting one’s enemy from the Fairy Masters, and the prince’s 
tongue and wit were as sharp as the silver sword in his hand. The wolf, on the other hand, was not used 
to being insulted by his chosen meal. He easily gave in to the mockery and taunting words directed at 
his former master. 


“Protection! I do not need the power of the shadow to protect me from the likes of you! How dare you 
insult the power of the Dark Fire!” 


“Ha! I saw that darkness quenched by the power of Lauradonna and the other Guardian. It was barely a 
fight. Your ‘master’ ran like a whipped dog before the tiniest display of her power! I even helped kick 
him back into the sinkhole he called home.” 


That last comment was too much for the wolf to bear. He rushed headlong at the swaggering prince. 
Then he realized that the boy was not in front of him. The agile Peter rolled to the left side of the 
berserk wolf and then swiped with his blade as the wolf rushed past him. 


The wolf stopped his charge twenty feet beyond his starting point. Pain shot up and down the left 
stump of his shoulder. He turned to see blood gushing from the remains of his left forearm. The rest of 
his appendage lay on the crimson stained snow some ten and a half feet behind him. A howl of rage and 
pain filled his lungs. He turned again to see the boy, his body taunt as a spring, as if daring him to 
attack. 


The wolf dropped to all three legs and rushed forward. Less than one foot from his target, he leapt high 
into the air, intending to overbear the boy with his superior weight and sink his teeth into his victim’s 
intent, mocking face. But the dexterous warrior was again too quick for him. Peter dropped to his knees 
with both hands on the sword hilt and he thrust upward at the beast’s heart. His aim was off and he only 
managed to impale the wolf’s use less left shoulder again. However, Peter lost his grip on the sword, 
and both blade and wolf rolled on the ground, only inches away from the Prince. The wolf tried to raise 
himself but instead fell onto his wounded shoulder. He howled in pain as he writhed on the bloody soil. 
Peter could not approach his sword, still imbedded in that shoulder, and he was held at bay by the 
slobbering jaws of the ferocious lupine. 


Slowly the wolf raised himself on his hind legs. Hatred burned in those red eyes as they met Peter’s 
gaze. 


“Now, little man, we finish this,” he said in a cruel, mocking tone. 


Peter drew out his dagger as a feint, holding it in his left hand. He began to lead the wolf back into the 
timberline. The wolf, weakened by loss of blood, followed, though not as quickly as Peter hoped. The 
lupine tried to draw out the sword in order to fling it away, but he found that it was too painful an 
action. So he tried to back the boy against a tree. 


A spasm of pain arched through the wolf’s body in response to his attempt to extract the sword some 
moments before. Using this distraction, Peter leapt forward. His feet impacted fully in the wolf’s chest. 
The wolf tumbled backwards into a tree. Peter charged forward again before the wolf could regain his 
footing. The wolf’s right forepaw caught Peter squarely in the face pushing him back. Blood ran down 
the prince’s cheeks. Now anger over-rode the boy’s fear and pain. Peter, in a rush of adrenaline, yanked 
the sword free from the wolf’s shoulder and he began hacking at the wolf’s head. With a final roar of 
rage, the lupine collided with his frenzied attacker and they rolled together several feet away from the 
trees. Again and again, gripping the bloodied blade with both hands, Peter hacked and slashed at the 
monster atop him. Then he stopped, as the effects of the adrenaline faded from his body. Coming out of 
his frenzy, he finally realized that the wolf had ceased trying to claw and bite him. Slowly he freed 
himself, pushing the wolf carcass off. He painfully arose, covered now with blood, snow, fur, and gore. 
The prince staggered to the nearest tree and collapsed, sliding down its trunk. 


I guess that I am not as clever a warrior as I think he mused to himself. 


Chapter Nineteen: War and Consequences 


Peter woke up, still lying against the tree trunk. He felt a cold liquid running down the top of his 
forehead. His eyes were closed and the pain from his previous battle with the lupine remained in the 
muscles of his sore lower back. 


“How long have I been bleeding?” He said aloud to himself. He expected to feel blood as he raised his 
hand to his forehead. 


“About an hour or so, I would guess from the stains on your brow and your tunic,” a gentle, sweet 
voice answered back. 


Peter jerked his eyes open past the curtain of pain. He had not expected a reply to his question. A soft 
but firm hand pulled his hand away from his forehead. Another hand pushed against his chest as if to 
urge him not to move. His head fell back, colliding with the surface of the tree bark. 


“Ow!” the wounded prince exclaimed. A gentle laugh greeted his painful outburst. 


“Rest easy,” the honeydew voice counseled. “Do not touch your forehead as yet. You will smear the 
ointment before it dries, and then the wound will not properly heal. You may yet have a battle scar 
worthy of any warrior. 


“You have done my village a great service, my good man. That dire wolf had preyed upon the sheep 
and cattle in our meadows for many months. No one else had the courage to track it down and kill it as 
you have done.” 


Peter’s eyes began to focus past the throbbing pain in the back of his head. A young woman of perhaps 
twenty years or so was nursing his wounds. She wore a dark shirt of coarse brown fabric and a short 
white blouse. A blue handkerchief bound her long, light brown hair. She had a plain face that was 
highlighted by her sparkling blue-green eyes. Her smile was toothy and generous and very comforting 
to the injured prince. Peter was at ease in her presence almost immediately. In fact, he began to feel an 
attraction to this warm and friendly peasant girl, especially when she brushed her hand against his. She 
giggled softly on these occasions and gave to him a shy smile. 


Peter learned that her name was Alene which meant ‘grace or mercy’ in Kendilean. They were only a 
mile or so from her village, Dion. 


“You did a good job of butchery on this pelt, young man,” the village furrier declared when Alene and 
some of her friends from the village dragged back the wolf carcass. A few of the peasants began to 
gather outside the furrier’s shop to see the pelt and to gossip about the new stranger who slew the wolf. 


“Tt is clear to me that you are no forester or woodsman. Else you would not have made such a mess of 
that skin. ‘Tis a pity to waste such a fine coat of fur. Where do you come from, Stranger? We do not 
often see people dressed like you in these parts.” 


“T came from an area northeast of Kendil’s forests. My friends and I were traveling in the far northern 
regions of the West Coast, beyond Miranda Sound. I became separated from my companions in those 
great woods, due north of here. I fear that I am the last of my company.” 


All of these statements were true, of course, but Peter did not wish to disclose his true identity, 
especially in a strange region. The peasants were surprised at his mention of the great woods and of his 
travels in the regions of the Far North. Now they backed away at his approach or averted their gaze 
when he glanced their way. 


“The great woods of Belegtaur? We have heard many rumors of those enchanted forests and the evil 
that dwells in there. Did you, perchance run afoul of the wicked Fey Queen that rules over that 
ensorcelled land?” 


“The Bella Sans Merci? Yes! I caught a glimpse of her as I sneaked past the tree line of her woods. But 
I avoided the clever and devious snares that she set for wary mortals like myself.” Peter related, only 
revealing the briefest of details. A larger crowd had now begun to congregate outside the shop. 


Peter and the curious villagers retired to the only small tavern in the village. In return for refreshments 
and a small meal, the disguised Prince retold the story of the slaying of the wolf and the briefest sketch 
of his ‘real’ adventures in the northern woods. He soon discovered within himself the ability to spin a 
tale without disclosing his own secrets. He came to enjoy the time that he spent in the company of these 
simple, honest folk, who valued hard work, friendship and loyalty above courtly manners and affected 
airs. Peter also learned quite a bit of knowledge about the outside world, though a great deal of it was 
cloaked in rumor and innuendo. 


Most of this news came from the merchants and former noblemen and other types of vagabonds who 
stopped by the tavern on their way to Miranda Sound. They were all refugees, fleeing from a great 
turmoil in the lands Southeast of Weyst Falia. A great fear or confusion was upon most of them, and 
their tidings were contradictory or incoherent at best. Peter had to travel to several of the villages and 
the hamlets near Dion to piece together the correct information. 


A great war had been fought between Kendil and its adversaries. The forces of Prince Rhian had 
vanquished the armies that were led by the incompetent officers under the direction of the steward, 
Cian. Prince Rhian was now regarded as overlord of the conquered country. But he was not pleased 
with his station in life. Kyras, the old king of the Evergreen Vale was on his deathbed, and Prince Rhian 
would soon have to return to his beloved kingdom to ascend the throne. Rhian did not wish to retain 
kingship over Kendil as well. He had left behind the Vale and his betrothed two years ago to settle this 
annoying little dispute. And he was over-anxious to resume a normal life in his own kingdom. 


Lord Cian, for all of his blunders and mistakes, had escaped the battlefield unscathed. He cleverly 
blamed the war on the ambitious members of the High Council and on the bishops of Kendil, who 
allegedly wished to claim the healing waters of Gray Rock Falls for themselves. Evidence was ‘found’ 
to implicate five members of the High Council and three bishops of the Church of fomenting the war 
against the Vale. Prince Rhian reluctantly dissolved the Council and imprisoned the conspirators. His 
troops patrolled the countryside, putting down rebellions and riots in the neighboring villages. 


Lord Cian personally surrendered his office to the prince. When questioned about his part in the 
conspiracy, he claimed that he was only following the orders of the High Council and was in no way 
responsible for instigating this war. Prince Rhian could find no direct proof of his guilt. And no one 
dared to speak against the influential steward or his numerous followers for fear of retribution. Thus he 
escaped punishment. As proof of his loyalty, he then ordered the remnants of the rebel army to lay 
down their weapons and surrender to the occupying troops. 


In the name of Kendilean justice, Lord Cian hung three councilors and two bishops. Five army officers, 
well known to Aldrian and personally loyal to King Harold and his family, were also executed as 
traitors to the Kendilean Court. Lord Cian personally presented proof of their betrayal of king and 
country. Once again, Prince Rhian was hard pressed to dispute his testimony or disproof his evidence of 
their guilt. 


Prince Rhian desperately needed to appoint a successor to the throne of Kendil, but the logical choice, 
Peter, son of Harold, had disappeared almost six and one half years ago with his crazy grandsire. Both 
were presumed dead by now. Lord Cian had even hinted that Aldrian and his friend, the beggar Colum, 
had conspired with the ten year old prince to kill the beloved Harold, but this could not be so easily 
proven, even by the clever ex-steward. So it was that Cian appeared to be the next logical choice. He 
was, after all, Harold’s brother and the only blood relative alive and eligible for the succession. He also 
had some experience in ruling the country and its troublesome nobility. 


Prince Rhian was very reluctant, as overlord, to approve of this candidate, but no one else would step 
forward to claim the crown. The ex-steward was too well respected and too well feared by any other 
legitimate claimant. The only other possibility, the members of the royal family of Deeplake, who ruled 


over Englewood and its subject islands of Welmark and Earendale, was barred from succession to the 
Kendilean throne. And Prince Rhian never did trust his island neighbors to the North. For, too often in 
the past, Englewood had tried to invade the Vale or to take possessions rightful falling under the 
domain of the Evergreen crown. King Galen of Englewood made a dubious ally and a deadly 
backstabbing friend at best. 


Peter swallowed all of this information like a bitter pill. He knew that most of it could be falsehood and 
rumors, but too much of it was likely to be true. Lord Cian was that devious, and often that lucky. But 
he was determined to return home, even if as a traitor to his countrymen. 


For the next three months, Peter traveled Southeast from village to village in the guise of an itinerant 
laborer. He always had to pretend to be stupider than usual, and to be unable to read and write. This, at 
times, proved to be more difficult than it seemed, as he kept staring at parchment or scrolls as if he 
could read them. But he always explained it away as he liked to admire the pretty drawing on the 
surface of the material. Any time he was questioned by the reeve or the shire-reeve about his business 
or his point of origin, the disguised prince would claim the previous village as his home. Luckily, few 
people, even nosey ones, journeyed more than a few miles outside of their town or village. He gathered 
more information about Kendil. The situation was growing worse, especially in the villages and the 
farming communities of his former realm. Prince Rhian’s soldiers were raiding the farms and the great 
manor houses to feed the occupation army that was always hungry and occasionally bored. There were 
food shortages in the smaller villages and the larger towns. Merchants were forced to pay toll taxes to 
use the roads. The guilds were charged a new charter tax in the cities. Those members who refused to 
pay were suspended from working. The more belligerent ones were fined and thrown in the castle keep 
(dungeon). A new census had been ordered so that a new tax could be imposed upon the head of every 
man, woman, and child. Who was responsible for all of this devilry? Lord Cian, of course. He had been 
temporarily appointed the steward of Kendil until the overlord could choose a new king. 


Disheartened but determined, the prince worked his way down the Western Coast. He was barely 
earning enough coinage to sustain himself. On some occasions he would spend all day chopping wood 
or weeding a large garden for a place to sleep that night and a meager supper of black bread and a cup 
of foul tasting water. Slowly he walked the distance between Miranda Sound and Noir Wryrdd Wyldd, 
the region of dark wilderness. Man, Dwarf, or Avellarai had never settled this section of Weyst Falia. It 
was a natural wildlife sanctuary and a perfect refuge for a fugitive such as himself. Through that terrain 
of great pasturelands, deep woods and rolling meadows he journeyed South to the wooded coastline of 
the lake that enclosed Englewood and its two subordinate islands, Welmark and Earendale. Crossing 
back through the woodlands once more, he built a small raft of vines and felled trees to pass down the 
river Callasbras. Creeping slowly past the sentinel ships that guarded Dark heart Hollow, he put ashore 
eight miles east of that vile town. If he had learned to read the stars correctly under Aldrian’s tutelage, 
he estimated that he should be Southwest of Cedric’s Manor house in Meadowdale. But he was unsure 
of the distance South he still must travel to reach that estate. Many acres of woods and plains would 
block his way. 


On the fourth day of his journey from the river, he reached an open meadow. In the distance he saw a 
tiny figure traipsing through the grass, as if in search of some plant or herb. Perhaps he can tell me 
where I am, Peter thought to himself. He called out to the dwarf, who was gathering a certain variety of 
herbs in his large basket. As Peter approached him, he recognized the squat figure in the grass. 


“Mimir! What are you doing on these lands? For that matter, where am I? Who owns this meadow?” 


. “If you must know, Stranger, this the former property of Cedric Oldstein. It now belongs to Prince 
Rhian of Evergreen Vale. You should not be trespassing on these lands without his permission. I am 


here to gather special herbs for his wedding feast some six days hence.” 


“Mimir! Don’t you recognize me? I am Peter, the rightful Prince of Kendil. I have trekked all of these 
miles South to reclaim my heritage.” 


“Well, as I live and breathe! So you say that you are the prince. I would not proclaim it too loud! Lord 
Cian, the ruling steward of Kendil has put a sizeable price on the head of the outlaw Peter, the killer of 
Harold, former king of that realm. Any pretender to the throne, even the real Prince will be hunted 
down and killed for the ex-king’s murder. After he is given a fair trial, of course. 


“Who are you, really, Stranger? Tell me quickly! Over that ridge is a guard with sharp, greedy ears. He 
always awaits a chance to earn a quick, easy reward.” 


Peter sat down on the ground. He quietly told Mimir of his adventures and his misfortunes coming to 
this spot. Mimir said that it was a good, well-spun tale, but he did not believe him. Then Peter showed 
him the soiled badge of the Prince of Kendil and King Harold’s ring. Mimir now looked back at the 
young man with newfound respect. 


“T never would have recognized you in those soiled clothes and that ragged beard. But you may have 

come back too late. In four days Lord Cian will be crowned king and he will marry Queen Deirdre to 

assure that his lineage will retain power on Kendil’s throne. He has coveted her ever since your father 
brought her to Caran Sarn more than eighteen years ago. 


“Besides, you need a witness to prove your identity. The only one I know of lives in exile in the chapel 
of Castle Rhisart. That is less than two day’s journey from here. Of course, I am speaking of Colum, 
the only other survivor of your company.” 


“What is he doing there?” 


“He is probably praying. He chose sanctuary there after Lord Cian declared him a traitor and a co- 
conspirator in the king’s death. But Prince Rhian believed in our friend and he granted him a safe 
conduct to the chapel rather than watch him be hanged with the rest of the clergy that Cian despised.” 


“And what of your vows to me?” 
“Oh, I considered them to be null and void after you were declared to be a traitor and such.” 
“What!” Peter cried out, much annoyed by the dwarf’s impudence. 


“Sh...! Remember that guard on the other side of the hill? Anyway, you need me to be your messenger 
if we are to enlist Colum’s help in this endeavor. Come with me. There are two small mounts on the 
other side of the hill.” 


For once, Mimir was true to his word. There were only two steeds, and one of them was a sharp-eared 
stallion named ‘Guard’. Mimir used him as a beast of burden, as attested to by the two saddlebags that 
lay across his back. They were filled with a variety of special herbs and flowers. For his own riding 
comfort, the dwarf had brought a small, even-tempered pony that he had named ‘Apple Butter the 
Second’. 


“There are patrols that still search the countryside for you. I was not lying about the bounty that Lord 
Cian placed on your head. Prince Rhian actually believes that you are dead. Besides, he has his own 
affairs to put in order and he wishes to be free of Kendil. 


“While we are on the road together, you will be my helper, Calue. Pretend to be dumb and slightly deaf. 
Do not say anything to anyone. Fortunately, that growth of scraggy beard and those smelly clothes will 
help your disguise.” 


“T can pretend to be dumb. I’ve fooled enough people that way.” 


“That is probably why you are in your present condition, now,” the dwarf said under his breath as they 
mounted up. 


It was toward evening of the second day when the dwarf and his helper entered the city gates of Bella 
Sarn. The guards looked Peter over very suspiciously, but he would give no answer to their questions. 
Finally, Mimir had to step forward to prevent one of the sentries from trying to beat an answer from the 
stubborn mime. After the dwarf offered a bribe of two silver pieces, they were allowed to pass through 
to the city proper. 


The two rode quickly through the magnificent city to the castle gates. Mimir proceeded towards the 
smaller side gate, the sally port, where he was known to the sentry. Most of the servants of the castle 
were required to use this portal. 


Peter and the dwarf went directly to the chapel. Evensong was beginning. Peter and Mimir stood 
obediently aside as row after row of hooded, gray robed clergy proceeded in, chanting the opening 
prayer. At last they were seated in the back row of the very last pew. It was Peter’s turn to take the 
initiative. He had to prompt the dwarf through most of the Liturgy. For Mimir had no training in the 
ways of Church etiquette or proper procedure, and he was lost in the ritual from the very beginning of 
the service. After all, he had always lived most of his life on the other side of the Law with his friends, 
the thieves and scoundrels. 


I must be careful. If I am recognized in here, my reputation could be ruined, he thought to himself. 


Peter, on the other hand, had missed the beauty of the Church liturgy, the radiant stain glass windows, 
and the melodic chanting of the monks more than he first realized he could. He felt like he was home 
again at Castle Kendil. Mimir almost dozed off twice during the readings, and Peter had to nudge him 
hard both times to end his snoring. At last the service concluded, and most of the clergy began to file 
out. That is, all except for one older, bearded clergyman who approached the two still seated in the last 
pew. 


“Tt makes me wonder why a dwarf of your disreputable lifestyle would come to our services. And you 
have brought a tall, ‘dumb’ helper who can chant plainsong like a bird. If I was to venture a guess, I 
would say that something is amiss here.” 


“Tt is not here, dear Cleric, that things are awry, but in a neighboring land. I need to send a message to 
Colum, who was formerly of Kendil and once apprenticed to Aldrian, the sage,” the mime whispered to 
the inquisitive monk. 


“Tell me the contents of this message, O’ silent one, and I shall judge if it is fit for his ears, and worthy 
of his interest.” 


“Judgement is not for mortals to decide. That is the right of a higher power. Please take us to Colum, if 
you can. You cannot imagine the importance of my need to speak with him,” Peter implored in a louder 
whisper. A tone of desperation crept into his voice. 


“Tell me the message first, and I shall decide its importance,” the older one coolly replied. 


“For the very sake of all that you hold sacred and dear, quit playing around with him, Colum!!” the 
dwarf shouted out. 


All those who lingered in the vestibule of the chapel turned to stare disapprovingly at the impudent 
little dwarf. 


“T’m sorry! I really am! I didn’t mean to offend any of you or your deity,” Mimir sheepishly 
admitted to the onlookers. 


“Colum! Is that really you? I have missed you and your worthy counsel for the longest time.” 


“Peter! I knew that you would turn up one of these days. Just when we thought that events 
could not decay any more, you suddenly show up to add to the fireworks, as Aldrian would say. 
Seriously, I have offered prayers and petitions for your safe return ever since you disappeared into the 
woods of Belegtaur more than six and a half years ago. The kingdom is in ruins. We need a strong 
leader to bring peace to the land, justice to the courts, and mercy to the downtrodden.” 


“So I have heard. But we also need a way into the castle. Cian will have barred the front gate 
to my approach. I must find a window of opportunity, as it were.” 


“T believe that he has already created one for you, though he is not aware of it.” Colum led 
them through the back of the chapel into a small anti-chamber. Hooded robes and cords hung from 
many hooks in every corner of that room. 


“T don’t believe that you have ever committed an act that would dishonor these vestments. 
Give me your pledge now that you will not do so while you wear this robe,” Colum said solemnly to 
the young man. 


“T swear by my faith in the Guardians and the One that we all serve.” 


“So be it. Two days from now a holy procession from Bella Sarn will journey to Kendil to 
witness Cian’s coronation in the chapel of Castle Caran Sarn. I don’t think that anyone will notice an 
extra member of my order in the assembly. But now, we need to get you shed of those hideous rags and 
into a bathtub. You give off an odor that would make a pig’s cheeks turn red.” 


Colum smuggled him into his own cell and provided a change of clothes for his guest. Mimir 
had returned to his own quarters in the castle. He was assigned to the royal kitchens, after all. 


Now refreshed and relaxed, Colum and Peter discussed what to do after processing into 
Castle Kendil. Colum pointed out that the steward was so confident of his ascension to the throne that 
he had asked all in attendance to bring a gift worthy of the new king. And he was so greedy that he 
wished to examine the gifts before the coronation begins. Anyone who brings an inferior gift would be 
asked to leave and return later with a better offering. Otherwise he and his family would be required to 
pay dearly for the affront to the king’s dignity. 


“Such a display of pride and overbearing confidence. He is already taxing the peasants and 
the guilds to death. He reminds me of the Fallen One, destroyed by his pride and his delusions of self 
importance.” 


“Do not mention his name here. Do not even think of it ever again. Hopefully, he is 
overthrown for good.” 


“T have an idea, Colum. Can you still get into Aldrian’s old room?” 


“Yes, my Prince. I still have an old set of keys that your grandfather gave me many years ago. 
Cian has a set of keys to the sage’s room, but he is afraid to use them. He never tried to change the 
locks because he believes that Aldrian put a spell on the door, and the spell will be triggered if his 
henchmen tamper with them. His fear must partially to do with Aldrian’s reputation with exploding 
black powder and fireworks and such. It was rumored that one of Cian’s lackeys did a hasty search of 
the room after we left, but he found nothing useful. He suffered a slow, wasting death later from contact 
with a mysterious poison. His end only served to enhance the fear and reputation regarding Aldrian’s 


room. Few people journey down that corridor now, let alone try to enter the old sage’s chamber.” 


“T will need a plain cloak, a peasant’s tunic and breeches as well. There is a certain anti- 
chamber on the left before the hall leading to the throne room. I will go directly there after we process 
into the castle. But I need you to bring me a special box hidden in my grandfather’s wardrobe closet. I 
will tell you where the drawer is and how to open it. Do you have the freedom to roam the castle 
unchallenged?” 


“Yes, I do. I have a safe conduct from Prince Rhian. Lord Cian will not hinder me or revoke 
it while Prince Rhian is on the castle grounds. He is so anxious to secure the throne that he will not risk 
the prince’s displeasure. It may be a different story after tomorrow when Prince Rhian departs for 
Castle Rhisart.” 


“Good! Here is my plan...” 


Two days later, a multitude of guests, peasants, and onlookers gathered outside the walls of 
Castle Kendil. Such an assembly had not been seen since the birth of a prince almost seventeen years 
ago. Today he came again, hidden in one of the two ranks of chanting clergy who joined the long, slow 
procession into the royal castle. 


Chapter Twenty: Kingship and Death 


Colum rejoined Peter in the anti-chamber. He carried a long oblong box underneath his right 
arm. 


“T did not have time to procure anything else. I found this hidden in a secret drawer of my 
former mentor’s wardrobe, in the area you told me to search. Luckily, the steward has not the time or 
the memory to look for it.” 


Peter carefully examined the exterior of the mysterious box. After a few minutes he opened 
the lid and looked inside. 


“Yes. This is the very item that I need. Either he is so overconfident that he doesn’t feel the 
need for it, or he actually fears its very presence. Whichever is the case, it will serve our purpose. You 
did well. Now relax and stay in the background. My hour now has come for peril or for glory. Our 
deportment must be as innocent as lambs and our wits as sharp as a serpent’s tongue.” 


“You quote chapter and verse again? I must keep my eyes on you. You will become like one 
of Cian’s short-lived priests if I turn my back for a moment,” Colum kidded him. 


“You should not even joke about that. Our affairs concern kings and divine right, not self 
righteous clerics and their ilk.” 


Colum shrugged his shoulders in reply. Peter the First, philosopher king. I guess that we could do 
worse! He thought. 


Peter and Colum entered the hall that led into the throne room. The guard at the door of the 
throne room barred their entrance until Peter reached into his cloak and drew out a small circlet. The 
sentry’s face registered a shocked expression as Colum whispered something in his ear. He 
immediately stood aside to permit their entry. 


“What did you tell him?” Peter asked the mendicant as they passed inside. 


“T told him the truth. You are the outlawed prince. If he didn’t let you pass, I would not give 
him his share of the reward when I turn you in to the new king. I also reminded him that he might be 
out of a job and a head if you were to escape.” 


With no one else barring their way, Peter entered the line of gift bearers while Colum 
squeezed his way into the crowd. Slowly he tried to inch as close as possible to the Prince of Evergreen 
Vale. 


The line of gift bearers moved at a torturously slow rate toward the steward. Lord Cian 
appeared to be mildly bored and somewhat annoyed by the gifts that he had seen thus far. For a fleeting 
moment, Peter felt pity for the seated figure. It reminded him of a spoiled brat that he had known some 
brief years before. The Queen, who sat beside Cian, was very pale. Her countenance wore a look of 
uncertainty, bordering on shock. 


“What a paltry welcome you princes and merchants have to offer me. I trust that our coffers 
will need to be filled by newer and stricter taxes this year,” Lord Cian drawled, adding more discomfort 
to the over-anxious, stressful mood that permeated this room. Turning his eyes towards Peter, he said: 


“Well, what do you have to offer me in exchange for your livelihood, young peasant?” 


“T offer a gift that you might find more rewarding than any previously offered in this fine 
palace,” Peter replied. 


“And all I ask in return is the answer to a question, the least of inquiries.” 


“And if I feel magnanimous enough to answer your little inquiry, I may do so. First show me 
the gift.” 

Peter approached him and he laid the sealed box at his feet. Lord Cian motioned one of his 
attendants to open the container. After making several attempts, the servant could not. 

“How intriguing! It appears to be a puzzle box! And your question...?” 

“Simply, my liege, what is truth?” Peter smiled crookedly as he spoke to the audience. 

“Bah! Truth! What do you mean, ‘what is truth’?” 


“Truth, my liege, is the virtue that defines all of us. How we live our lives, how we honor our 
oaths, or twist the meaning of our words and promises characterizes who and what we are to others. It 
reveals as much about our inner selves as we reveal the way we use it.” Peter moved about as he talked, 
drawing ever closer to the box, the struggling attendant and the throne. 


“Pshaw! What babble is...” Lord Cian cried out. 


Philosopher king indeed, Colum thought, as he was mere feet away from the seated Prince 
Rhian. Beside him Galan, Ruler of the Kingdom of Deeplake was suddenly taking a bemused interest 
in the confrontation. 


“ Fair Ladies and Noblemen, this is a symbol of the truth.” Peter boldly held up his father’s 
ring for all to see. “This is the ring once worn by Harold, High King of Kendil, now missing these past 


eight years. Notice that the stone is cold and black. It is a symbol that he is now dead, beyond all hope 
of recall. It is a sign that we must choose a rightful heir to his legacy.” Peter glared at the surprised 
steward, who was momentarily too stunned to speak out. 


“This is another symbol, a symbol of base treachery.” Peter now withdrew from his cloak a 
blood smeared badge and a long blood stained knife. Th color, hue, and the constancy of the dried red 
liquid on each matched that of the other. 


“My father, the king, was on his way to a peace conference the Eight day of August, almost 
eight years ago. He never made it to the meeting place. He was ambushed by humans. Behold the 
badge and the knife of betrayal! Behold the symbol on the hilt guards! It is the symbol of the office of 
Stewardship, the symbol of treachery!” 


Peter held the blade by its point high above his head for all to see. Murmurs of astonishment 
and awe swept through the crowd. 


“Traitor! Traitor! Guards! Seize the rebel! He probably killed the king himself!” the steward 
cried out. At first, no one moved. Then two guards, the most loyal that Cian’s gold could buy, advanced 
upon the prince. 


“Guards, halt! You will disregard that order! As Prince of Evergreen and Overlord of this 
land, I declare the kingship of Kendil in dispute. This steward will have no authority here until these 
matters are resolved. Who are you, Stranger, to bring these charges, under penalty of death, before this 
court and this assembly?” Prince Rhian demanded. 


“T am Peter, Prince of Kendil, and rightful heir to the throne,” he proclaimed throwing back 
his hood. 


Shouts of ‘Peter’, “The Young Prince’ and ‘Peter, the Prodigal’ reverberated throughout the 
room. 


The seated King of Deeplake mused to Prince Rhian, who stood beside him: 
“Perhaps, I should lay a claim to the throne. After all, we are distantly related to Kendil and 


“You will do nothing except incur my wraith! Do not seek to come between the prince and 
his throne, or you will personally answer to me. You know perfectly well that Deeplake is barred from 
ascension to the throne of Kendil. Besides, if you are foolish enough to lay claim to this kingdom, then 
the throne of Deeplake will be vacated, and I shall press my own claim upon it. I can easily rule over 
both Evergreen Vale and Deeplake since the two kingdoms are bound by blood and common heritage. 
And it pains me to admit that you and I am related by those bonds! Now withdraw from me, Cur!” 


“My, my! Aren’t we touchy in our old age. The Prince of the Vale was never this responsible 
and mature before now. So I see how that young whelp from Kendil has certainly affected you.” Rhian 
shot a defiant glare at Galan, intimidating him into immediate silence. Turning his attention to the 
crowd, the Prince of Evergreen Vale shouted: 


“Silence, all of you, or I shall clear this chamber at once.” Then he spoke to Peter: 


“Lad, do you have any proof of your identity other than the ring?” You appear to be the 
correct age, but I have not seen my cousin Peter in many years. I would not recognize him now if he 
walked through the castle gates.” 


“T can vouch for this young man,” Colum spoke up from the layer of humanity packed 
against the West wall of the room. 


“T have traveled many miles with him on the journey to find his father. And I also know of the outcome 
of that quest and the treachery plotted within these castle walls. Yes, Princes and Rulers of Evergreen 
and Deeplake, I can fully testify on behalf of this young man and his character, up to the time of his 
disappearance in the vast forests of Belegtaur more than six years ago.” 


The steward glared angrily at the mendicant as he stepped forward to join Peter and recount their 
adventures on that search. But Cian could not lay hands on the brave cleric or bring him to any harm, 
lest he earned the displeasure of his overlord and forfeited all claims to the throne. He sat there 
brooding for the next hour as Peter disclosed all of the details concerning his time spent in the kingdom 
of Belegtaur, his trials and training in the Fairy Court, and the full measure of the crafty Queen Briana’s 
revenge. Then he saw Peter pick up the puzzle box. He easily manipulated the hidden knobs as his 
grandfather had taught him many years ago. 


“Behold! Only a true heir of the kingdom is entrusted with the secret of opening this box. Inside is the 
sword of the House of Kendil. It is passed down directly from father to son. Only we of the true blood 
can free this sword of kingship from its resting-place. Steward, can you, who brazenly claim the crown, 
free the sacred blade from its container? I doubt it!” 


The angry steward sullenly stepped forward. He looked inside the oblong box. All he saw was a plain 
sword and a whetting stone. He tried three times, but he could not free it from its containment. Peter 
then reached in. Out of the sight of the steward, he lifted the magnetic stone and passed it over the 
sword. After replacing the stone, he withdrew the sword. 


What wizardry is this?” The steward cried out. “Everyone knows that Aldrian was a sorcerer and this 
changeling was his willing pupil.” 


“Then, by your own admission, I must be Peter, Prince of Kendil!” 


“No, you are some changeling substituted for the missing brat of a prince!” Cian proclaimed at the top 
of his lungs. He was slowly watching the crown and all of its implied power slipping through his 
fingers. 


“Tf that is true, then why would the Fey Queen, who has no interest in ruling Kendil, send me to 
challenge you? And if it were otherwise...?” 


“T don’t know! I don’t know!” Cian protested in a weakening tone of voice. He wrung his hands 
helplessly, trying to think of a strategy or an argument to defeat Peter’s logic. Clearly the pretender’s 
smooth tongue and charismatic appearance were winning over the crowd. The overlord seemed 
especially impressed by the young man’s debating skills and his presentation of ‘manufactured’ 
evidence. Then, to his horror, Lord Cian heard the Prince of the Vale proclaim: 


“There is only one solution to this dilemma. Peter, you must prove yourself of age to lay such charges 
against the steward of the kingdom. The required test is trial by combat. If you survive and win then 
Lord Cian must prove his innocence from the charges brought against him before he can ever hope to 
be a candidate for the crown. I presume that Peter will wish to fight him in that contest. So, first of all, 
who will challenge Peter to prove his manhood?” 


A hush fell over the assembly. It seemed that no one wished to duel this tan young stranger who had 
brazenly humiliated the most powerful man in the kingdom. No one ventured forth. Finally a deep, 
angry voice spoke out. 


“T will. Let us kill two birds with a single stroke and finally end this wizard’s farce,” Cian cried out in 
disgust. 


“Tt is a bit unusual request, and it does defy the traditional manner of determining the accuser’s 


qualification to bring forth these charges, but perhaps it would simplify matters in the end Very well, let 
us proceed. Peter, what weapon do you choose?” Prince Rhian inquired. 


“T choose the family sword, of course.” The prince raised it high above his head. The jeweled hilt of the 
Kendilean blade blazed in the soft sunlight. Peter easily waved the sword back and forth, leaving a 
rainbow effect in the wake of its path through the air. The steward, however, found wielding a sword 
again, after months of slothful living, a clumsy task. He had relied too long on others to do the fighting 
for him. 


Everyone gathered in the courtyard. A circle of combat was quickly arranged. According to the rules, 
only the combatants could enter the twenty-five foot circle. No armor was permitted except for the use 
of a small shield. Combat was to the death, unless one of the participants sued for peace (i.e.: defeat). 
Any participant who was expelled from the circle forfeited the contest. 


The contest that day was swift and one-sided. Peter had several advantages. He was young and in 
excellent health. Queen Brianna’s personal instructor and her elite guards had trained him in the forest 
of Belegtaur. His endurance had been built up from his trials in the Northern Realm and his adventures 
in the Winter Kingdom. He wielded a finely balanced light sword that almost effortlessly responded to 
his slightest maneuver. His best advantage was his self-confidence and his air of self-reliance, built up 
by months of hardship spent in the wilderness. 


Lord Cian, on the other hand, had been out of shape for years. He had little experience in use of a 
sword or in any personal training in melee combat. He was used to riding through the back of the field 
and giving orders, not leading an army into battle. He was certainly too old for this type of exertion, but 
he was too proud to ask anyone else to be his champion. Compounded by all of this was his stubborn 
insistence on using a heavy two-handed sword, which he could barely lift let alone maneuver well. It 
did not allow for the use of a small shield. He was totally disgusted by this whole turn of events, and he 
was certainly not in the state of mind for any sort of physical confrontation. He thought that he could 
beat down this pompous pretender with a few heavy blows from his iron sword. He had not counted on 
the boy’s agility and quickness. He only responded with ill-temper and slow reactions to the taunting 
jabs and the piercing strokes of his opponent’s tongue and light sword. Within the space of a quarter 
hour, the steward lay on the ground, nearly exhausted from chasing his enemy around the circle and 
profusely bleeding from numerous wounds on his forearms and legs. 


Peter hovered above him with the sword point resting against his jugular vein. The crowd kept 
screaming for death. No one had cheered for the steward during the combat, not even his ‘loyal’ well 
paid guards and henchmen. In fact, they seemed to be leading the cheers for his death now. 


“Which do you choose, honorable death or submission? Justice or mercy?” Peter inquired. 


How interesting, Colum thought. The old Peter would not have offered him such a choice. Prince Rhian 
exchanged glances with him. They seemed to share similar thoughts. 


“Mercy, my Prince! I have served you and your family well in the past. I only ask this justice to live.” 


“How droll. You speak of mercy but demand justice. If I had acted justly, you would be dead by now. 
Arise, therefore. Go and live in exile somewhere else. A long and torturous life I grant you.” Peter 
removed the blade from his throat, and started to walk from the circle. 


“Alas, Peter, you cannot not grant him anything until you are crowned,” Prince Rhian stated, his eyes 
still on the steward. He still read something defiant and dangerous in the eyes and the grimace of Lord 
Cian, and, for Peter’s safety, he refused to remove his gaze from the defeated. Speaking in a quiet aside, 
he asked one of the sentries to ready a bow. 


Meanwhile, the steward had rolled upon his stomach and he had slowly withdrawn a hidden knife from 


his breeches. The prince had turned his back upon him and Peter was totally focused on the adulation 
of the crowd before him. The steward sprang like a cat, leaving a trail of blood behind from his 
unstaunched wounds. Suddenly, he tripped over the prostate form of a middle-aged dwarf. 


Several things happened at once. The Prince of Evergreen Vale shouted a warning to Peter as an arrow 
flew past his left shoulder. Colum attempted to wrest the surprised Prince of Kendil to the safety of the 
ground. The fallen Cian attempted to free himself from entanglement with the dwarf’s form so that he 
could retrieve his dropped dagger. Two of the archers near the combat circle, thinking that Peter was 
under assault from an assassin in the crowd, responded with bow fire in Prince Rhian’s direction. 


Both missiles hit their mark. One arrow was embedded in the folds of Prince Rhian’s cloak, 
approximately an inch below his left armpit and two inches to the left of his heart. The other shaft was 
lodged in the puffy fabric of his new Englewood hat, and it wobbled in the wind like a feather in his 
cap. Luckily for me, Peter has such loyal but incompetent marksmen, he thought. 


Rising up from the ground, the astonished Peter looked upon his rescuer. Mimir the Dwarf 
stood before him, dusting off his tunic. 


“T told you that we must stop meeting like this, Prince Peter. You will be the ruin of me yet,” 
he said quite seriously. 


“Tt appears that I am once more in your debt, and I fear that I shall never be free of it until I 
confer a royal office upon you, my friend. If I live to see my coronation, that is.” Peter saw the form of 
Cian rise to his feet again. He caught the gleam of a metallic object in the Steward’s right hand. 


Cian began to utter a string of curses at the arrow embedded in his right hand. Then he 
stopped as he realized that he was surrounded by an uncounted number of guards and former servants, 
all enraged now by this dishonorable attack on the unsuspecting prince. They began to gather around 
him and cry out for vengeance. Then the voice of Prince Rhian rang out again, demanding silence. 
Pretending to be unshaken by the assault on his royal wardrobe, he spoke with his remaining dignity 
intact: 


“Since you wished to grant him mercy, Peter, I tried to only maim him, not kill him. It’s 
lucky that you have such loyal citizens and such incompetent bowmen. Now, while we are all gathered 
in this lawful assembly, I shall ask, hopefully for the last time, does anyone else claim the throne of 
Kendil?” 


A long silence fell over the courtyard. Prince Rhian glanced over at Galan, who averted his 
gaze from the two princes. Lord Cian began to back out of the circle slowly, gingerly cradling his 
injured hand. But he still said nothing. Finally, Prince Rhian’s voice broke the calm summer afternoon. 


“Then, as Overlord of the province of Kendil, and Judicator of this election, I, Rhian, Prince 
of Evergreen Vale do declare that Peter, son of Harold the Fair Mined, son of Ustoff the Valiant, has 
proven himself to be the true heir of Kendil and that he should receive the crown as its only legitimate 
claimant.” 


The crowd roared its approval. All eyes were focused on the trtumphant prince once more. 


“Approval through lawful succession and by acclamation. You can’t do better than that, my 
friend.” 


“True, Colum. I do have an appointment for you, if you will accept it. I need a new sage to 
advise me.” 


“T am honored by your offer, but I cannot accept. For I have many duties to attend to at the 
chapel in Castle Rhisart and I sworn an oath of fealty to Prince Rhian as well. But I still have one 


lingering question for you. What do you intend to do with Cian?” 


“He still has one good hand, thanks to the mercy of Prince Rhian. Perhaps he can put it to 
work repairing the old dungeon. At last he will be able to earn his ‘keep’. I’m sure that he will discover 
several old friends down there, who have long memories regarding his past indiscretions and 
betrayals.” 


They both laughed along with the crowd, until they realized that Cian had slipped away 
during Prince Rhian’s speeches. 


“He is probably already off to do some new mischief, I would guess,” the Prince speculated. 


The guards followed the trail of blood back to the royal treasury. There they found his 
sanguine body draped over the mounds of coinage that he so dearly loved to count. At least, that was 
what they reported to the prince. His remains were then placed in a plain dung wagon and disposed of 
in some hills far away from the castle. When the prince heard of the disposal of the ex-steward’s body, 
he was appalled. 


“At one time, he was a good man. Power and responsibility corrupted him over the years. He 
deserved a better burial than that.” 


But when the guards and the prince returned to the area where the remains allegedly were, no 
trace of the body could be found. In its place was a deep sinkhole, from which emanated a smell of 
sulfur. At the bottom of the hole a faint glow (like that of a heated piece of coal) could be seen. They 
filled up the hole and erected a small, stone gray marker. It said, “By their fruits shall you know them”. 
Nothing wholesome ever grew around that site. 


Many years later, after Peter and all of his kin had passed away, any traveler who ventured by 
the stinkweed-infested grave could still catch the odor of sulfur in the air and could perceive a red glow 
softly outlining the mound. At night a chilling wind always swept across the site, carrying a soft but 
imploring whine like a muffled, agonized cry for help. 


Chapter Twenty-one: Closure 


The young man stood before the great window overlooking the castle grounds of Kendil. 
Summer was passing away and the old foliage of last year was decaying to replaced by the new leaves 
that would carpet the lawns of Fall. 


Now I am king of all that I survey. At least I am in theory. Tomorrow the coronation in the 
cathedral will make it official. But was it worth the cost? So much has changed since we began that 
journey more than seven years ago. We learned the truth at the expense of three good men. Was the 
price too high for our victory? Would the outcome be any different if I had not insisted on 
accompanying my grandsire? Would Tynam still be alive and ‘Hakom’ happy but ignorantly safe if not 
for my interference in their lives? Would my grandfather have still fallen into Queen Brianna’s hands 
on his own? 


A silent shadow crept into the room behind the pensive prince. Then he spoke. 


“Are you nervous about your coronation, my Prince?” 


“Oh, Colum. You startled me. There are so many responsibilities and so many problems that I 
must solve. A new treaty with the Evergreen Vale should be negotiated after my ascension to the throne. 
Diplomatic ties need to be established with Belegtaur, if that is possible. Negotiations with Scaladea 
and Loshdhel discussed over the disputed boundary problem. We need a reorganization of the 
Kendilean treasury and a rescinding of all the taxes imposed by the deposed steward. And we find a 
way to raise money to finance a navy to combat the piracy along the riverbanks of Dairbhrie Calen and 
to discourage the raiders and the scavengers from such ports as Dank Heart Hollow and Peiran.” 


“You are trying to take on too much at once, Peter. Learn to deal with these problems as they 
come along, one day at a time. You are not required to solve all of the problems of your kingdom 
within the first week of your reign.” 


“I’m sorry. I guess that you and Aldrian taught me too well to be responsible for my actions 
and mindful of my duties as Prince of the Realm. Thank you for making the arrangements to transfer 
my father’s body from Khelektol to Kendil.” 


“My pleasure. It was a fine funeral today. I am glad to know that King Harold is finally 
resting comfortably in the soil of his own kingdom. I came by to tell you that I must return to 
Evergreen Vale now. I cannot neglect any longer my new duties as King Rhian’s chaplain at Castle 
Rhisart.” 


“T wish that you would reconsider my offer to become my new sage and counselor. But you 
have already established a life for yourself at Castle Rhisart over the last seven years and I must accept 
it. Answer me one question before you leave.” 


“Pray, Tell it to me.” 


“May a king marry a commoner? I have searched the scrolls in the library of Caran Sarn and 
I can find no precedent for or against it.” 


“Yes, a king may. But first you must go to the reeve or the overseer of her village and ask his 
permission. For I would guess that the girl is a peasant who lives outside the borders of Kendil and its 
outlying forests. Do not looked so shocked, my friend. I know your heart and your mind very well. And 
I can read your thoughts very easily. We are speaking about the peasant girl, Alene, are we not?” 


“Yes, but how did you know?” 


“T could tell of your longing for her when you first recounted to me your slaying of the dire 
wolf, and how she nursed you back to health. At the very mention of her name, your eyes light up like 
stars and a coy smile crosses your face. Yes, my advice to you is this. Go to her and make her your 
bride. After all of your trials, you deserve some happiness. You need someone to love that will love you 
in return. 


“But be forewarned! She is of peasant stock and she has no understanding of court intrigue or 
social etiquette. You will need someone to educate her in the social graces and the manners of the court. 
You will need someone to instruct her in her proper status as a lady. May I suggest your mother, Queen 
Deirdre, who now has much time on her hands? She will have little to do except grieve over her 
departed husband once you become king. She needs healing as much as you do, and such a project 
would occupy her mind and hands. And, lastly, remember that Alene will always be a peasant girl no 
matter how much you try to change her. She will always be aware of her roots and be sensitive to the 
needs of other commoners. She will serve to remind you of their problems when you become forgetful 
because of your involvement in loftier, ‘noble’ endeavors and schemes. Maybe you will make a good 
match if you can balance her interests and those of yours. And now I must be off.” 


They shook hands and then embraced a final time. For a long time, the prince sat all alone in 


the large, empty room. The last companion of their quest had left. The fading, afternoon sunlight 
brought little warmth to the cold room or to the heart of its single occupant. Gathering up his courage, 
the young man arose and walked away from the great window and the sad memories it now evoked. He 
left this chamber for the final time to prepare for a new day and the adventures that would follow him 
as king. 


The End 
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Glossary of Names and Places 


Ager Aurum (‘golden land’): The region directly south of Kendil. It is considered a province of Caran 
Taur, but is not a subject of Kendil. The inhabitants of this region, mostly farmers and fishermen, enjoy 
their own autonomy from Caran Sarn and are on good terms with the Kendileans. 


Akara (‘anchor’): the daughter of Meg the seer from the village of Pence. 
Alavier: the capitol city of Kendil 


Aldrian (‘old council’): the sage of King Harold of Kendil and his father-in-law. He was the 
grandfather of young Prince Peter as well. Aldrian also served as an influential member of the High 
Council of Kendil. He was descended from the lineage of Serie, the high king of the Avellarai. 


Alene: (‘mercy or grace’) the peasant girl from Dion. She nurses the wounds of Peter after his battle 
with the dire wolf outside her village. 


Alicia (‘nobility’ or ‘of a noble sort’): the first love of Aldrian, the sage. She was a fey maiden of the 
mighty forest of Belegtaur and a loyal subject of Queen Brianna. 


Alullan: a region of mountains and plateaus south of Melyntir (a province of Weyst 
Falia) and Iasg Air. It is southwest of Grimlock Bay and North of Suthdor. It is surrounded by water on 
three sides and ringed on its northern border and most of its coastline by Mynydd Laghairt, the 
Mountains of the Lizard. It is rumored that great fell beasts and giant reptiles still inhabit the land, the 
survivors from an age before man or Avellarai walked these shores. 
Ansel Mar Toc (‘divine helmet’): a mighty 
Scaladee chieftain who was destroyed in the cataclysm that created the Dark Loch Rift Valley. 


Angst (‘fear or anxiety’): a troll, the brother of Barath. He suffered the misfortune to have once 
‘owned’ a human. 


Anvil Way: a road that cut through the heart of Scaladea. King Harold and his escort were ambushed 
less than two miles from this well traveled highway. 


Anwyn Dale: (‘green valley’) a region of meadows and plains in Southern Weyst Falia that was 
colonized by settlers from the Empire of Aris. 


Applebutter: the name of the pony borrowed by Mimir the Dwarf during the search for Prince Peter and 
his abductor. It was last seen in Miranda Sound. 


Arion: an island in the Far West that is the reputed home of the Golden Dragons. Legends record that 


they were allied with the Avellarai in the war that destroyed the Empire of Aris. 


Aris: a mighty maritime empire of twelve large islands in Western Sea. It attempted to conquer 
Glintolmir and Celehtol, the Avellarian isles, and the kingdoms of the Middle Realm two thousand 
years ago, through assassination and conspiracy with the agents of Wraithlonde. When its treachery and 
its ties to the Dark Lord were discovered, the Avellarai and the inhabitants of Weyst Falia formed an 
alliance with the Golden Dragons of Arion to end the Arisian threat. 


Arlin (‘pledge’): the short-tempered king of Suthdor’s principle city, Prosperio. 


Arwydd Cennard (‘herald’ or ‘messenger’) A bard who was present at the birth of Peter. Tiege, the 
mistral, bears a striking resemblance to him. 


Artigal (‘fury of the bear’): a seaport on the southeastern coast of Kendil in Grimlock Bay. 


Ascelyn: the current Queen of Khelektol and the ruler of the Silver Isles. Her domain includes Istol, 
Loslonde, and Nimir as well. 


Auction Alley: the street of the slave markets of Englewood in the port of Avarice. It was one street 
down from Darkling Way, where Malcolm and Jareth found the amnesic Hakom, wandering dazed and 
confused. 


Avarice (‘to desire’): The chief trading port of Englewood. Exports included fish, natural resources 
(such as coal and timber), and slaves. Notable streets include Darkling Way, Mercer Boulevard, and 
Auction Alley. 


Avellarai (‘to set sail’): The mysterious “people of the sea’, who appeared in the Southern Reaches of 
the Western Sea over three thousand years ago. Their arrival coincided with the first appearance of the 
Shee in Belegtaur and the incursion of Aithne Dur Adere into the Eastern Realm. They came as traders 
and merchants plying their wares first on the Eastern shores of the Empire of Aris, and then later on the 
western coasts of the regions of Weyst Falia and the island of Suthdor and the isles of Grimlock Bay. 
They finally settled on the two major island chains of the Southern Reaches, Celehtol and Glintolmir. 


Barath: One of the three trolls that captured the Lady Islisa’s foraging party in Northeastern Trule. 
Bay of Crystal Mists: The small body of water that leads into the southern shore of Loslonde. 


Bay of Silver Water: An enclosed bay that is directly above Loshdhel. It serves as a natural border, 
separating Loshdhel from Trule and Scaladea in the North. 


Bay of the Tempest: A large inlet bay, so named for the temperamental storms and the treacherous 
waters that guard the passage to the island of Peiran. It is also known as the Bay of Peiran and Tempest 
Bay. 


Bay of Thundermist: A small body of water on the northeastern coast of Trule. The caravel, ‘Sea Swan’ 
was anchored in that bay when Aldrian and his company encountered Captain Eimh and his first mate 
on the nearby shore. 


Beagan (‘small man’): A sailor from the Avellarian caravel, “Sea Swan’. He was with Captain Eimh 
when they first encountered Aldrian and Peter. 


Bearn Riabhach (gray gap): The only eastern pass through the White Mountains of Loshdhel. 


Belega Carak (‘mighty fang’): A species of great Blue Whale that frequents the waters of the Northern 
Sea, particularly the region between the islands of Khelektol and Loslonde. The Avellarai believe it is a 
sign of good fortune or blessing. 


Belegtaur (‘mighty forest’): The great forest that runs throughout the length and breath of the middle 
continent. It separates Scaladea from encroaching upon the Middle Kingdoms (especially Kendil and 
the Evergreen Vale). It is bounded on the east by the deserted lands of Cyfrwys Minor, and on the west 
by Weyst Falia. It has been the home of the Shee or Fairy Folk for some three thousand years. 


Bella Sarn (beautiful or shining stone): The opulent capital city of Evergreen Vale. 


Brianna Fen Sech (‘high or noble’ or ‘strong’): The Queen of the Fairy Folk, the Shee, and the ruler of 
the land of Belegtaur, the mighty forest of the Middle Realm. 


Bythwryrdd Glyn (Bithword Glen or ‘green wooded valley’): The northern expanse of woods directly 
above the region of the Evergreen Vale. 


Calan Dun (‘bright green valley’): The name of large province that encompasses the kingdom of the 
Evergreen Vale and its pastures, wooded areas and manor houses. 


Calan Dunean: The name of the proper dialect spoken by the inhabitants of the Evergreen Vale. It is 
derisively referred to as ‘Dunean’ by its neighbors in the surrounding provinces, such as Kendil and 
Deeplake. 


Callasbras: The river that runs east to west along the northern coast of Kendil. It separates the woods of 
Dairbhre Calan from Belegtaur. It flows out of Deeplake and eventually empties out into the Great 
Eastern Sea. 


Caran Sarn (‘red stone’): One of the ancestral homes of the rulers of the Summer Kingdom, Kendil. It 
derives its name from the red facing stones that adorn the castle walls .It is also commonly referred to 
as Castle Kendil. 


Caran Taur (‘red forest’): The proper name of the province that encompasses the country of Kendil with 
its surrounding area, deep forests, and great manor houses and villages. 


Carantear: The proper name of the dialect spoken by the inhabitants of the province of Caran Taur. It is 
also known as ‘Kendilean’ due to the influence held by the rulers of Kendil over that region. 


Castle Rhisart (‘strong ruler’): The ancestral home of the rulers of the Calan Dun, the Evergreen Vale. 
It was built by Rhisart the Second, the great grandfather of King Kyras. 


Cedric Oldstein: The lord of a manor house in the province of Calan Dun. It is less than half a day’s 
ride from Gray Rock Falls and a day and a half or so from Bella Sarn. 


Cliffs of Delamar: The gigantic walls of unbreakable ice and rock that enclose and protect the Southern 
coast of Loslonde. The Plateau of Oblivion is located on top of this massive structure of ice and snow. 
Part of the interior of the cliffs had been hollowed out and a defensive fortress was constructed within 
its confines. 


Cliffs of Desolation: The mighty cliff wall above the Bay of Tempest. Captain Eimh hid the caravel, 
‘Sea Swan’, in the shadow of those cliffs at night while his raiding party went ashore to rescue 
Ambassador Corrina. 


Colum (‘dove’): A secular member of the Order of the Sun (a mendicant order) and the current 
apprentice to Aldrian, the sage of Castle Kendil. 


Crisial Saxum (‘crystal large stone’): The castle of Queen Ascelyn that was carved from ice crystals 
and opaque rock. 


Crystal Drake: An inn of Dank Heart Hollow. Reportedly, a merchant ‘purchased’ the signet ring of 
King Harold in the common room of that establishment. 


Cursarius (‘corsair’): A port city and the chief city of the province of Uamir. 


Cyfrwys Basque (‘deep forests’): The region directly east of Caran Taur. It was a densely wooded 
country, filled with redwood and pine forests on its western and northern borders. It was a sparsely 
populated land. There were a few human settlements and small farms scattered along its rocky, eastern 
seacoasts and in the central lowlands of the interior some manor houses and small estates, but no ports 
or large villages or cities. Cyfrwys Minor was a new colony of this province before its abandonment 
many years ago. 


Cyfrwys Minor (‘deep’ and ‘lesser’): A deserted, woody peninsula that bordered the eastern edge of the 
Forest of Belegtaur. Its coastline touched the Great Eastern Sea. Most of its inhabitants abandoned their 
little settlements and their farmlands along the southern coast when the Fey Folk came into Eastern 
Belegtaur some millennia ago. It is said that the larger part of its surviving population crossed the 
mouth of the river Callasbras. Afterwards, they either joined the older settlements along the coast or 
they became part of the work force on the manors in the interior of Cyfrwys Basque. Supposedly, most 
of these refugees trekked further west, penetrating through the dense redwood forests to ultimately 
establish the kingdom of Kendil. Cyfrwys Minor was once considered a colony of Cyfrwys Basque. 


Dairbhre Calan (“bright green forest’): The great green oaken forest that runs from the northern border 
of Calan Dun, through the boundaries of Caran Taur, to the northern coastline of Cyfrwys Basque. It 
also parallels the course of the mighty river Callasbras and feeds from its tributaries. It is a continuous 
line of woods that is briefly interrupted for a few miles by the encroachment of the redwood and pine 
forests of Dairbhre Caran to its east. 


Dairbhre Caran (‘redwood forest’): The great redwood and pine forests of Kendil, directly behind and 
to the immediate north of Caran Sarn. These are considered the private hunting grounds of the royalty 
of Castle Kendil and off limits to all others. A great variety of wildlife, including deer, boar, and birds 
inhabit these woods. 


Dark Loch Rift: A giant rift valley created by a firestorm and a earthquake several centuries ago. It 
serves as the East/West boundary between Scaladea and Trule. 


Darkling Way: The street on which Malcolm and Jareth first encountered the wandering and dazed 
Hakom, many months ago. Many nefarious deals and sinister plans were made in the darkened 
doorways of that back alley. Darkling Way is located about one block down from Auction Alley in the 
port city of Avarice. 


Dearg Fornect: (‘red hill’): The red foothills that lie directly before the White Mountain Range of 
Loshdhel. 


Deceiver: A humanoid creature with the ability to change its appearance and the tone of its voice. Its 
mimicry is so realistic that even close friends and family are usually not aware of the impersonation. It 
is also rumored that such a creature can look into another’s eyes and bring forth his secret 
transgressions and his worst nightmares by probing the victim’s mind. 


Deeplake: The large body of water north of Calan Dun. Its waters are both silent and peaceful and deep 
and treacherous. The Bay of Deeplake contains three principal islands: Englewood, Welmark, and 
Earendale; as well as several smaller ones. 


Desiree (‘longed for’ or ‘desire’): The fey woman sent by Brianna Fen Sech to seduce the adolescent 
Prince Peter. 


Dion (‘shelter’): the small village of Alene’s people, due south of Miranda Sound. In spring and 
summer, many travelers and merchants passed through, bearing news about recent events in the other 
provinces of the Middle Realm. 


Draug Adan (‘wolf man’): The name that Briana Fen Sech used to refer to the shadow tainted wolf that 
pursued Prince Peter. 


Duende (‘goblin’): A race of scavengers and raiders that inhabit the foothills and valleys of Scaladea. 
They survive by looting and pillaging small farms and defenseless villages between the borders of 
Scaladea and Loshdhel. They are rumored to be natives of the lands of Wraithlonde, drafted into the 
service of the armies of Aithne Dur Adere during the War of Darkness, and abandoned in the Middle 
realm when he was defeated on Velatol. 


Dur Lios Rath (‘strong circular fort’): The guardian fortress of the only pass through the White 
Mountains of Loshdhel. 


Eadred (‘rich council’): An elder of the small village of Pence. 
Eimh (‘swift’): The captain of the sleek caravel, ‘Snow Swan’. 


Englewood (‘Angle = to fish with a line and a hook’): The largest island and oldest monarchy of the 
three kingdoms in Deeplake. It holds sway over its neighboring islands, Welmark and Earendale. In 
theory, the other two are independent, self-ruling kingdoms. But, in truth, the king of Englewood 
influences their respective governments and any decisions affecting their subjects or their economies. 


Encircling Islands: A buffer zone of islands between Issenlonde and the mortal realms that is inhabited 
by Avellarai and other ‘servants’ of the guardian Lauradonna. This grouping includes Khelektol, Istol, 
Loslonde, and Nimir as well as several other smaller islands. 


Evergreen Vale (‘the grasslands’): A region of innumerable valleys of rolling grasslands, meadows, 
prairies and fields. Evergreen is bordered on its east by the province of Caran Taur, and on its west by 
Noir Wryrdd Wyldd, an uninhabited region of Weyst Falia, and the northern branch of the mountain 
range of Mynydd Laghairt. To the south lie Grimlock Bay and the province of Iasg Air. Calan Dairbhre, 
the river Callasbras, and Deeplake form its northern boundaries. 


Formen Nogoth (‘land of the Northern Dwarfs’): A region of rocky terrain and sparse vegetation in the 
northwestern corner of the Middle Continent. It consists mainly of rugged hills, mountain plateaus and 
broad valleys. There was a small scattering of Dwarven communities in the few narrow, fertile valleys. 
Mining and fishing were the primary occupations in this land. Formen Nogoth is bordered on the south 
by the forests of Belegtaur, on the east by the Bay of Celenen and by Lake Nimnen, on the west by 
Arvum Mystus and the Grey Mountain Range, and on the north by the lower Bay of Peiran and the 
Enchanted Foothills of Trule. Ville Sombre lies within this province, in an estuary of the southeastern 
corner of the lower bay. 


Galan (‘lofty’): The king of Englewood and its two subjected island kingdoms, Welmark and 
Earendale. 


Galan Burloa (‘dark green undergrowth’) An uncivilized region on the southeastern edge of Grimlock 
Bay. It is almost directly above Uamir. Dark, unexplored jungles and swamps cover the majority of that 
terrain. 


Genevieve(‘white wave’) The beautiful snow-white cat that belonged to the old woman from an 
Avellarian village in Nimit. 


Gravel Stone Road: A little known, hidden trail two miles south of Anvil Way in Scaladea. 


Great Bay of Grimlock: A large, circular bay directly south of Caran Taur. It contains the Innward Isles 
and it is the quickest way into most of the kingdoms of the Middle realm. Its waters touch the regions 
of Caran Taur, Calan Dun, Iasg Air, Alullan, Vastitas Grande, and Galan Burloa. 


Gray Mountains: A large mountain range stretching from the western edge of the forests of Belegtaur 
up to the western border of Formen Nogoth. It stopped at the southern shore of the Bay of Peiran, and it 
formed the boundary line between the provinces of Arvum Mystus and Formen Nogoth. 


Gray Rock Falls: The waterfall that marked the boundary between the kingdoms of Evergreen Vale and 
Kendil. Its waters are reputed to have great healing powers. 


Gruagach (‘hairy one’): The captain of the cog, ‘Sea Hawk’. Among its other nefarious purposes, it 
served as a slave ship. 


Hakom (‘handy or useful’): An amnesic kitchen worker, found by the two scoundrels, Malcolm and 
Jareth, as he wandered in a state of confusion down the street of Darkling Way, near the main slave 
auction house of Englewood. 


Innward Isles: The name of a variety of some twenty islands scattered throughout the region of 
Grimlock Bay. Mortimer’s Head is the largest of these isles. 


Islisa (‘truthful’): The expert Avellarian navigator and head forager for the sleek caravel, ‘Snow Swan’. 
Later, she was also the lover and devoted companion of Tynam. Her proper title is the Lady Islisa, 
handmaiden of the guardian, Lauradonna. 


Issenlonde (‘land of ice and snow’): The mysterious kingdom of the North. It was reputedly the home 
of the guardian of all knowledge, Lauradonna the Radiant, who brought regulation and order to the 
workings of the world. It was also known as ‘Manatol’, the isle of purity, and ‘Hriwardhgr’, the Winter 
Kingdom. 


Istol (‘island of pure ice’): One of the four major islands in the Silver Island group, also referred to as 
the ‘Encircling Islands’ of the North. 


Janus (‘two-faced’): The name of the captain of the carrack that attacked the port of Miranda and 
captured the ambassador, Lady Corrina. The old Avellarian woman of the village on Nimir mockingly 
referred to Hakom by that name. 


Jareh: A kidnapper from Dank Heart Hollow. He and Malcolm drug unsuspecting visitors who frequent 
one of the inns of that sinister town and they transport their victims to slave ships like the cog ‘Sea 
Hawk’. 


Jenna (‘garden’): The daughter of the furrier of the forest of Dairbhre Calan and close friend of the 
forester, Joseph. 


Jonas (‘false prophet’): A notorious storyteller or liar, who ran a fixed game in a rented storefront in 
Dank Heart Hollow. 


Joseph (‘God adds’): The old forester of Dairbhre Calan. 


Khelektol (‘ice island’ or ‘land of ice’): The southernmost of all the islands of Losendor. The Queen of 
the Silver Isles resides there in her castle, Crisial Saxum. 


Kyras (‘enthroned’): The elder, ailing king of the Evergreen Vale. He is brother to both Harold of 
Kendil and Lord Cian, the steward. Prince Rhian is his son. 


Lady Catrine (‘pure’): Prince Rhian mother, the deceased bride of King Kyras of Evergreen Vale. 


Lady Charis (‘grace’): The noblewoman who welcomed Peter and the others on their arrival at the port 
of Speculum Aelin. She also served as their guide to the Mirror of Perfection underneath the castle of 
Crisial Saxum. 


Lady Corrina (‘maiden’): The ambassador from Glintolmir, kidnapped during the sacking of the port of 
Miranda. Later she is a passenger on the caravel, ‘Sea Swan’, as well. 


Lady Dierdra (‘sorrowful’): The Queen of Kendil, wife to Harold the Fair Minded, and mother of 
Prince Peter. 


Lay of the Three Candles: A song recounting the victory of the three children of Velatol over the forces 
of the Lord of Dark Fire. 


Llyr (‘of the sea’): A small port on the southern coast of Caran Taur. 


Lord Cian (‘wolf’): The steward of Kendil and the younger brother of King Harold by two years. He is 
also the younger brother of King Kyras of Evergreen Vale and uncle to both Prince Rhian and Prince 
Peter. 


Lord Druce (‘to bear’): A nobleman of the Court of Evergreen Vale. He is murdered and then 
impersonated by a ‘deceiver’. His body is later discovered in his bedchamber. 


Lord of the Dark Fire: A practitioner of the Black Arts, who was banished from his homeland for his 
transgressions and transformed into a creature of dark, all-consuming fire as punishment for his crimes. 
His appearance is a reflection of the evil that continually burnt in his heart, mind, and soul. He was a 
master of shadow and of flame. Hence, he was referred to by many names, such as: the Lord of the 
Shadows, the Dark One, the Dark Fire, Lord of Darkness, and Aithne Dur Adere (‘dark or strong 
flaming desire. 


Losendor (‘snow lands’): A general term that includes all of the snow lands of the Northern Realm, 
especially the region encompassing the Silver Islands. 


Loslonde (‘the land of the snow’): One of the major islands in the Silver Isles group. It is inhabited by 
the Avellarai of the North and it is heavily fortified against attacks from the East or the South. 


Luiso of Fortune: An unfortunate young man who lost his inheritance and then his life at a gambling 
table in a particular inn of Dank Heart Hollow. The street, Fortune’s Ruin, is named after him. 


Luric: Prince Peter’s host in the village of Pence. 


Luxfair (‘beautiful light’): The Fallen One who was seduced by his pride and who led the first rebellion 
against the Celestial Throne. 


Malcolm (‘servant’ or ‘dove’): One of the kidnappers of Peter’s companions. He and Jareth are based in 
Dank Heart Hollow. 


Mar Toc’s Lament: A reference to the creation of the Great Rift Valley in Dark Loch. It now serves as a 


natural boundary between Scaladea and Trule. Ansel Mar Toc and fifty of his best warriors, and an 
uncounted number of trolls on the opposite side, were killed during its formation. 


Mare Altum (‘the deep sea’): The name of the great body of water that separates the major realms of 
this sphere. The Scaladee and the inhabitants of Loshdhel also refer to it as “Cefnfor’. 


Meadowdale: a village of the Evergreen Vale under the protection of Cedric Oldstein. 


Meg (‘pearl’): A seer of the village of Pence. She is presumably murdered by a soldier from Castle 
Kendil. 


Melyntir (‘golden land’): A rich region of meadows, hills, and pastures in southern Weyst Falia that 
was settled by Avellarian traders and Arisian refugees. 


Mikhail (‘who is like God’): The more powerful of the two guardians of the Tree of Life in Issenlonde. 


Middle Kingdoms: the kingdoms of Kendil, Evergreen Vale, Deeplake, Ager Aurum, Cyfrwys Basque, 
Iasg, Tir Feurach, Tir Pari, Melyntir, Anwyn Dale and Belegtaur 


Middle Realm: The area encompassing all of the middle kingdoms listed above. 


Mimir: A clever and manipulative dwarven con artist that Peter first met at the county fair in Bella 
Sarn. 


Miranda Sound (‘looking’): The inlet on the upper northwest corner of Weyst Falia leading to the 
Western Sea. It contained the prosperous port of Miranda that was sacked by a flotella of carracks 
under the command of Captain Janus. 


Morgan’s Cove: The only harbor town on the island of Peiran. It was located on the northern side of the 
island in a cove facing the Bay of the Tempest. It was named after the infamous pirate, Captain 
Morgan, who raided the coastal provinces of Weyst Falia for two decades. He used the last of his 
treasure to found this harbor as a refuge for pirates and smugglers. Aldrian and the others came to this 
port seeking information and the location of Ambassador Corrina. 


Mordwy (‘sailor’): The skillful but cautious captain of the “White Albatross’. 


Nimir (‘white jewel’): One of the Silver Isles of the North. It was on this island that Peter and his 
companions faced their greatest trials. 


Noir Ceffyl Glyn (‘valley of the dark horses’): A wide vale of rolling grasslands and meadows where 
undomesticated horses and cattle roam. It is a natural wildlife sanctuary under the protection of the 
guardian, Lauradonna, and her servants. 


Noir Wryrdd Wyldd (‘dark wild woods’): The large, untamed regions of Weyst Falia that were never 
settled by man, dwarf, or Avellarai. It consists of grasslands, meadows, prairie and deep woods. In the 
southern part of this unspoiled land lies the valley of Noir Ceffyl Glyn. 


Nuair Riaghachd Sgrias (‘When kingdoms crumble’): The title of a Loshdhellion lay taught to Prince 
Peter by his only sister, deceased five years ago. 


Olaff (‘ancestor’): The chieftain of the Scaladee clans of the East. He dwelt in the Grand Caves of the 
Overlord. 


Old King’s Road: An old roadway maintained by the servants of the King of Calan Dun. It ran from 

Bella Sarn to Meadowdale, spanning the distance east from Castle Rhisart through the manor houses 
and villages of Evergreen Vale. A smaller dirt trail proceeded from the bridge over Cedric Oldstein’s 
pastureland to the eastern boundary of Evergreen Vale, the Gray Rock Falls. The King of Caran Taur 


maintained a similar road from the falls to Alavier. A winding trail from the east gate of the capital city 
of Kendil led up the hill to Castle Caran Sarn. 


Order of the Sun: A mendicant group of priests, monks, and lay people who performed acts of charity, 
good works, and healing among the poor in the smaller villages of the provinces of Caran Taur and 
Calan Dun. They spent a good portion of their time in prayer or in begging for alms to feed themselves 
and the poor. The Church sanctioned their work. 


Patros (* to protect or defend’ or ‘native or father to’): The old gatekeeper of Dank Heart Hollow. 
Pence: (‘penny’) A small, poor village one day’s ride west of the manor of Cedric Oldstein. 


Peiran (‘pirate’): An island in the lower portion of the Bay of the Tempest. It was renown as a haven for 
all types of scoundrels and cutthroats. Its main occupations were rumored to be piracy and slave 
trading. 


Peter (‘rock, stone, or foundation’): The Prince of Kendil in the province of Caran Taur. 


Plateau of Oblivion: The mist-shrouded lookout plateau above the white crystal Cliffs of Delamar on 
the southern end of the island of Loslonde. 


Prince Rhian (‘king’): The Prince of Evergreen Vale and son of Kyras. Rhian was a first cousin to 
Peter and some ten years older. 


Princess Aubrey (‘elf ruler’ or ‘noble strength’): The daughter of Queen Ascelyn of Khelektol and a 
handmaiden of the guardian Lauradonna. She posed as the ‘Lady Charis’ to become better acquainted 
with Peter and his company and to ascertain their true motives and feelings. She served as their guide 
to the Mirror of Perfection and its testing of their individual characters. 


Prosperio: The capital city of Suthdor, the Southern Kingdom of the Dwarves. 


Ravenous (‘to ravage’): A breed of dire wolf native to the regions of Wraithlonde. It was twice the size 
of a normal canine predator and relentless in its pursuit of its quarry. These wolves were rumored to 
have been bred and raised by Aithne Dur Adere himself, and supposedly they served as his personal 
bodyguards. 


Red Desert: A vast expanse of rocky terrain, prairies and wasteland directly south of Ager Arvum. The 
river Callasbras formed the northern border, but did not water this land. Instead, its tributaries flowed 
into the Great Eastern Sea and Grimlock Bay, which lay on the land’s east and west sides respectively. 
The dark jungles of Galan Burloa made up its southern border. The Kendileans referred to this region 
as ‘Rhudd Difrathi’, the red desolation. 


Redric: The third kidnapper from the inn of Dank Heart Hollow. 


Reeve (‘trusted servant’): The chief official of the Avellarian village on Nimir. He often felt it was his 
job to interpret the will of the Guardians as he saw fit. 


Renhard (‘rich in good counsel’): The white pony that Colum rode to Castle Kendil. 


Rhy’s Head Castle: A variant name of the Castle Rhisart, the ancestral home of the rulers of the 
Evergreen Vale. 


Ril Cifach (‘radiant inlet’): The bay along the southern shore of Khelektol. Nestled in the sparkling 


waters of this protective inlet is the port of Speculum Aelin. 


Rinn Jolar (‘eagle point’): The highest observation point of the peninsula overlooking the Bay of 
Thundermist. 


Ruan: (‘secret written character’ or ‘rune’) The founder of the order of the sorcerers on the island of 
Ruandor. He was numbered as one of the Lord of the Shadow’s twelve chief servants. He was reputedly 
a necromancer and a master of spirit magic. 


Ruandor (‘land of rune’ or ‘land of secrets’): A large island that lay some thirty miles east of the land of 
Uamir. Ruandor was rumored to be a haven for sorcerers and other foul emissaries from the lands of 
Wraithlonde. 


Scaladea: The name that was given to all of the northeastern lands of Old Loshdhel that fell under the 
control of the Scaladee two thousand years ago. 


Scaladee: A race of gray-skinned, humanoid giants that inhabited the northeastern lands of Old 
Loshdhel. Their average height varied between eight to twelve feet and they weighed roughly between 
three hundred to four hundred pounds. They could move quickly and react decisively, unlike their 
cousins, the heavier and slow-witted trolls of the North. They also possessed, on the average, a great 
degree of stamina and endurance and a high resistance to heat and sunlight. 


Scaladee Pass: A hidden trail to the Grand Caves of the Scaladee Overlord. 


Scarlet Troll: The name of a tavern in the harbor town on Peiran where Aldrian and Colum gathered 
information concerning the fate of Ambassador Corrina. 


Sea Hawk: The cog employed by Captain Gruagach as a cargo ship for slaves and contraband 
materials. Hakom later captured it and used it to transport Peter’s companions the length of the river 
Callasbras to the open, Eastern Sea. 


Seer: The true spokesperson for the will of the Guardians on Nimir. His job was to guide Peter’s 
company to their individual tests, and to balance the judgement of the Reeve, who often saw the letter 
of the Law but not its spirit. 


Sir Gervais (‘servant’): The training instructor chosen by Princess Aubrey to prepare Peter’s company 
for wilderness survival in the North. 


Snowbird: The dingy from the ‘White Albatross’ used by Peter and his friends to cross through the 
treacherous ice fields of the Northern Sea and land on the pack ice of Issenlonde. 


Snow Swan: The sleek, caravel class ship that brought Peter and his companions from Trule to 
Khelektol. 


Speculum Aelin (‘Mirror of the Lake’): The Southern port city of Khelektol, located in the Bay of Ril 
Cifach. 


Speculum Verus (‘Mirror of Perfection, or Mirror of Truth’): The underground pool beneath Castle 
Crisial Saxum in Khelektol. 


Straits of Morning: A narrow sea passage that is guarded by thick mists and barely visible jagged rocks. 
It is the entrance to the Bay of Ril Cifach and the only seaway to the islands of the North. 


Straits of Destruction: A narrow passageway that separates the Bay of the Tempest from the Northern 
Sea. 


Summer Kingdom: Another name for Kendil and its forests. 


Tad Hardrock: A rock troll, the adopted son and servant to Joseph, the forester of Dairbhre Calan. Tad 
had a brother whose name is not revealed in this chronicle. 


Teeth of Aris: The surviving remnants of the islands of the old Empire of Aris in the Far West. They 
blocked the ships of Wraithlonde from any access to the Middle Realm through the Great Western Sea. 
They were also known as the ‘Interlocking Islands’ and the ‘Wall of Adamant Steel’. 


Thaddeus Thinshanks (‘praise’): The tall and wiry sinister proprietor of an inn in Dank Heart Hollow. It 
is used as a front for smugglers and for kidnappers. 


Tiege (‘bard or poet’): The minstrel that Peter encounters near the wooded area outside the Tower of 
the Sentinel. 


Tower of the Sentinel: An ancient watchtower built by the Avellarai to oversee the movement of enemy 
troops in the provinces of Kendil, Evergreen Vale and Deeplake during the War of Darkness. ‘Lord 
Druce’ drags Peter to this spot after they depart from Castle Rhisart. 


Trule (‘troll’): The official term applied to the regions occupied by the diverse troll clans of the Far 
Northwest. The trolls themselves had no organized government or ruling structures, and certainly no 
towns or villages. They lived in loose tribes of twenty or so in the deep caverns or mines underneath 
the mountains and hills of Northwestern Old Loshdhel. 


Tynam (‘dark’): A soldier of Kendil who was originally assigned to the steward of Castle Caran Sarn. 
He accompanied Peter on most of his journey to Issenlonde. 


Ursel (‘bear’): The servant of the Guardians that Colum fought during the trials of Nimir. 


Ustoff the Valiant: The previous king of the province of Caran Taur. He was the father of Harold the 
Fair Minded, Kyras the Proud (later the king of the Evergreen Vale), and Cian. 


Vanna (‘white’) The spoiled pet dog of King Kyras. 
Velatol (‘island of the candles’): The sacred isle of the Middle Realm. The Three Candles of the 
Children of the Sun are kept there in a special chapel. 


Pilgrimages were made to that island, but there were no accommodations for visitors or guests. Only a 
few monks dwelt there to maintain the chapel and lead religious services for the pilgrims. 


Villa Sombre (‘dark village’ or ‘sinister town’): A mining port in the lower portion of the Bay of Peiran. 
It was located in the northeastern corner of Formen Nogoth, underneath the shadow of the ‘enchanted 
hills’ of Trule. There were several mining camps some miles to the south and to the west of it. It was 
rumored that other nefarious activities were conducted there as well. 


White Mountains: The mountain range that formed a natural barrier separating Loshdhel from its 
neighbor to the east, Scaladea. 


Wullum (‘will helmet’): One of the trolls that attacked the foraging party from the ‘Sea Swan’. 


Wrath of the North (‘angry’): The name used by the crystal dragon that attacked and later destroyed the 
cog, ‘Sea Hawk’. 


Wraithlonde (‘land of the dead’ or ‘ land of apparitions’): The large continent of the East. It contained 
the evil, mysterious realms crushed under the tyrannical reign of Aithne Dur Adere, the Lord of Dark 
Fire. The Great Eastern Sea and the island of Velatol barred its denizens from an easy passage to the 
kingdoms of the Middle Realm. 


